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Background
As governments and key actors in the development sector throughout the 
world absorb the full implications of a sudden re-ordering of the global 
economy, one specific set of commodities  - critical minerals (CM) - has 
been gaining a lot of attention. This focus on CM is consistent with various 
governments’ efforts to secure access to these resources that are important for 
the transition to greener economies. 

The International Energy Agency states that critical 
minerals are so essential for a range of energy technologies 
and for the broader economy such that they have become 
a major focus in global policy and trade discussions (IEA, 
2025). There is now a remarkable surge in interest in CM 
from countries throughout the world, which is being 
likened to a ‘Critical Minerals Rush’. This ‘rush’ for CM 
is likely to have significant implications for sub-Saharan 
Africa (SSA), which is home to approximately 30% of the 
world’s current known CM reserves.1  

The concentration of CM in SSA has led some key actors 
in the sector at the national, regional and international 
levels to argue that profits from CM could provide the 
required impetus to help SSA countries that are well-
endowed with the resources to transition from low to 
middle-income nations. 

Whether this will happen or not depends upon a 
complex interplay of economic, social, political, and 
environmental issues that this research report sets out 
to explore. The report starts by defining CM, before 
examining why they have become the focus of world 
attention (including the geopolitics of CM). It then 
briefly reviews the environmental and socio-economic 
impacts of the extraction of CM in SSA, including how 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities are currently 
being impacted. Lastly, the report includes an analysis 
of the implications of this extraction on policy and 
practice and makes recommendations on how non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) advocating for more 
responsible use of natural resources could respond in 
terms of strategic positioning and campaigning. Various 
case studies are included in the report in support of its 
findings and recommendations. 

‘critical minerals are the foundation on 
which clean energy technology is built 
... simply put, there is no green energy 
transition without critical minerals’. 

POTENTIAL  
SOLUTIONS WHO WILL PAY? DEMOCRACY  

IN AFRICA RECOMMENDATIONS CONCLUSIONCONTENTS BACKGROUND RESOURCE CURSE IMPACTS THE CHALLENGES 322 CONTENTS BACKGROUND RESOURCE CURSE IMPACTS THE CHALLENGES



What are critical minerals and why are 
they in demand?
While there is no fixed definition of CM (sometimes 
called critical materials, transition minerals 
or green minerals) because new technological 
developments can change which minerals are 
considered critical, they are often referred to 
as those minerals (between 30 and 50 different 
minerals) "that are considered critical for different 
reasons including 'economic and national security' 
but are also required to enable the world to 
transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy 
and avert the worst impacts of climate change.2  
As some analysts note, ‘critical minerals are the 
foundation on which clean energy technology is built ... 
simply put, there is no green energy transition without 
critical minerals’. 

Other terms often used include “energy transition 
minerals” (ETMs) or “critical energy transition minerals” 
(CETMs). Governments, industry and organisations such 
as the International Energy Agency tend to use “critical" 
or “strategic" minerals. In some cases, 'Critical Minerals' 
could imply that other resources (e.g., water) are not 
critical. The term also feeds a narrative that justifies trade-
offs when there is opposition to “critical” development. In 
using the term, it is important to question who, exactly, 
minerals are 'critical' for and why. In this document, we 
use “critical minerals” in contexts that may extend beyond 
transition purposes.

If the world is to meet the Paris Agreement goal to limit the 
global temperature increase to 1.5oC above pre-industrial 
levels, some studies predict there will have to be a massive 
increase in the demand for CM, with global demand for 
copper and rare earth elements (also known as rare earth 
metals) potentially increasing by 40%, nickel and cobalt 
by at least 60%, and lithium by as much as 90% over the 
next 20 years. To match the Paris Agreements goals for 
2040, these figures suggest the CM supply for renewable 
energy sources alone may need to quadruple, with at least 
$800 billion needing to be invested in sources of CM.4  

One of the reasons why studies project that demand could 
be so significant is because investments in renewable 
energy sources require components that are made from 
critical minerals. 

For example, since 2010, the average amount of minerals 
needed per unit of power generation capacity has grown by 
over 50% as the share of renewables in power generation 
has risen.5 It is estimated that by 2050, some 3 billion tonnes 
of minerals and metals could be needed for wind, solar 
and geothermal energy alone.6  Fortunately, the quantities 
of raw materials needed in a renewable energy system 
(minerals) are much smaller than in a fossil fuel-based 
energy system (gas, oil, and coal). And unlike fossil fuels, 
transition minerals can be reused and recycled repeatedly 
in a circular economy (Nijnens et al., 2023). Sustainable 
energy transitions require enhanced resource governance 
(Watari et al., 2021).

The current state of technological development in 
renewables means that some CMs are more in demand 
than others. For instance, wind turbines require 
significant quantities of copper, zinc and rare earths; 
solar panels require copper, and silicon, while batteries 
require lithium, nickel, cobalt, graphite and manganese 
in significant quantities. 

Thus, while many CM are in demand, several key 
minerals are essential to renewables. In addition, CM are 
required for all sorts of information and communication 
technologies (ICT), such as computers, mobile phones, 
and computer networks. What this means is that there was 
already considerable demand for CM before the rise of 
renewables, resulting in increasingly intense competition 
for them. Such is the need for CM in renewables, however, 
that by 2040 it will totally dominate the demand for key CM.
  
For example, to align with the Paris 
Agreement by 2040, 90% of lithium, 
70% of cobalt, 60% of nickel, 45% of 
copper and 40% of rare earths will 
be needed exclusively for the global 
energy transition.8

The predicted demand for CM explains why they have been labelled as ‘critical’. In short, it is because they are ‘essential 
for the functioning of modern technologies, economies, or national security’ as well being the primary means by which 
the global economy decarbonises.13 

Critical Minerals and Arms - It should also be noted that it is not only renewables and 
ICT that require CM as many are also required by arms manufacturers. For example, in 
December 2024 NATO released a list of ‘12 defence-critical raw materials essential for 
the Allied defence industry’.9 These CM are essential for aerospace, electronics, missiles/
weapons and armour plating among other things. Thus, access to CM is a national security 
issue for many states.10 Therefore, it should not be assumed that the demand for CM is 
only associated with the moral imperative to respond to the climate crisis.11  

Figure 1: Minerals used in Selected Clean Energy Technologies.7
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Figure 2: Predicted Increase in Global Demand for Key Critical Minerals.12
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The geopolitics of critical minerals
The demand for CM has created what some are calling another ‘Great Game’ by major world powers trying to secure 
reliable access to CM.14 

In terms of the extraction of CM, China’s overall mining 
ownership footprint is comparable to other countries 
(for example, China presently only controls about 8% 
of mining output in Africa). However, it completely 
dominates the extraction of certain key CM – notably rare 
earths and cobalt. For example, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC) produces roughly 70% of the world’s 
cobalt from 19 mines, 15 of which are owned by Chinese 
interests.16 This means that while other countries, such as 
the US or those in the European Union, have been involved 
in the extraction of CM, the vast majority of extracted CM 
is currently being  processed in mainland China which 
‘has become the global centre of smelting and refining’.17  
As the necessity to transition has become more urgent, 
many countries have begun to try and diversify their 
supply chains of CM and CM processing to improve their 
global competitiveness and economic influence. 

It is this ‘criticality’ that in 2022, led the US, the EU, Great 
Britain and eleven other Global North states to create 
a ‘Minerals Security Partnership’ to catalyse global 
investment in CM to diversify supply and processing.18 
In the same year, the US government passed the Inflation 
Reduction Act, part of which is designed to increase 
uninhibited access to raw and processed CM.19 This 
was followed in 2023 by the passing of the Critical Raw 
Materials Act in the EU which sets out to diversify CM 
supply chains.20 Similar legislation has been passed in 
other countries, such as South Korea (2021) and Japan 
(2023). In fact, between 2019 – 2023, 43 national CM 
strategies were adopted.21 Commentators argue that 
these developments signal ‘a shift away from a narrow 
focus on securing raw materials to a broader geopolitical 
perspective on supply chains is already apparent, with the 
aim of reducing dependencies’.22 

The Dangers of Urgency  - There is a real danger that 
the global demand for CM will lead to even more social, 
economic, and environmental problems for Africa as existing 
regulations governing sustainable resource extraction get 
pushed aside in the interests of speed and/or because 
of global competition for CM. There is a particular danger 
that calls to speed up CM extraction are necessary to 
avoid the worst of the climate crisis. On average in Africa, 
it takes 17 years from mineral identification to large-scale 
mine production. This process should not be fast-tracked 
as evidence indicates that doing so leads to increased 
governance challenges and associated negative impacts.24 

Figure 3: Share of top three producing countries in production of selected minerals and fossil fuels, 2019.15
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Figure 4: Imports of energy transition minerals from Africa (US$ bn), 2028.23

  Imports of transition minerals from Africa (US$ bn), 2022
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Critical minerals in Sub-Saharan Africa 
The pressure to diversify and secure CM supply chains has inevitably focussed the world’s attention on where critical 
minerals are located, and where they are processed. As has already been noted, 30% of known CM reserves are located 
in SSA countries which are blessed with an abundance of CM which are essential to most green transition technologies, 
as the table below illustrates.25  

These known resources are likely to be only part of the 
region’s overall mineral wealth. While data on mineral 
wealth in SSA remains limited compared to the rest of the 
world, many countries in the region are thought to be rich 
in as yet unexploited CM. For example, Zimbabwe, the 
DRC and Mali are thought to be far richer in lithium than 
current estimates suggest.27 At the most recent African 
Mining Indaba in Cape Town in 2024 it was stated that, 
‘the African continent remains a treasure chest of green 
metals and minerals ... Africa’s vast unexplored mineral 
wealth makes the continent all the more critical in the race 
to secure the supplies needed to achieve decarbonisation 
and to meet the global demand for critical minerals’.28 

Given this abundance of CM, it is no surprise that 
much attention has been paid to CM in SSA. Evidence 
indicates that states keen to increase their influence 
in the region have engaged in various activities such 
as ‘friendshoring’ (the development and consolidation 
of economic relationships with trusted suppliers from 
friendly countries) strategic partnerships, and bilateral 
deal-making to secure access to CM.29 For example, in 
2022, Great Britain and South Africa ‘agreed to partner on 
minerals for future clean energy technologies' whereby 
‘both countries aim to deepen their minerals mining and 
energy collaborations’.30 Since 2022, the ‘Minerals Security 
Partnership’ has established ‘friendly relationships’ with 
several SSA countries including Angola, Botswana, DRC, 
Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda 
and Zambia.31 

‘the African continent remains a treasure chest of green 
metals and minerals ... Africa’s vast unexplored mineral 
wealth makes the continent all the more critical in the race to 
secure the supplies needed to achieve decarbonisation and to 
meet the global demand for critical minerals’.

Mineral Clean energy 
technology

Share of global 
reserves in Africa

African countries  
with reserves

PGMs Green hydrogen 92% South Africa, Zimbabwe

Cobalt EVs 56% DRC, South Africa, Zambia. 
Madagascar

Manganese EVs, wind 54% Gabon, South Africa, Cot 
d'Ivoire, Ghana

Chromium Geothermal, solar, wind 36% South Africa

Bauxite Wind, solar 24% Guinea

Graphite Ev's 22% Madagascar, Mozambique, 
Tanzania

Zirconium (ores and 
concentrates) Green Hydrogen 15% South Africa, Senegal, 

Mozambique

Vanadium Steel, batteries 13% South Africa

Copper EV,s wind, solar 6% DRC, Zambia

Lithium Batteries 4% DRC, Zimbabwe, Mali

Nickel EV's wind 4% Madagascar, South Africa

Tellurium Solar 3% South Africa

Rare earths Wind 1% Tanzania, South Africa, 
Madagascar, Burundi

Table 1. Minerals and global share in respective SSA countries.26
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African Mining and the ‘Resource Curse’
The potential economic implications of this mineral rush on 
SSA are clearly significant. For example, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) has estimated that under a Net Zero 
Emissions by 2050 scenario the exploitation of CM could 
boost SSA GDP by over 12% by 2050, estimating that CM 
could inject $2 trillion into the region over the next 25 
years.32 Other research has indicated that Africa’s GDP 
could be boosted by $24 billion a year.  However, for this 
to happen, Africa needs to overcome what is known as the 
‘resource curse’.

In general, African countries which 
have substantial mineral resources 
have failed to properly benefit from 
these resources. On the contrary, 
evidence indicates that African 
countries with an abundance of 
natural resources tend to have 
lower levels of inclusive economic 
development and growth than those 
without such resources. They also tend 
to have higher levels of inequality and 
poor governance.34 This phenomenon 
is known as the ‘resource curse’ or 
the ‘paradox of plenty’.35  

The ’resource curse’ occurs because of a number of 
complex and highly related issues. Firstly, resource rich 
countries generally fail to diversify their economies, 
prioritising the gains that come from extraction over 
more long-term inclusive economic planning. This leads 
to ‘enclave economies’ whereby an economy becomes 
dependent on resource-based exports which are extracted, 
exported, and sold to foreign entities (transnational 
corporations) largely in their interests alone. Income, 
therefore, is not based on diverse productive sectors but 
simply on rents extracted from the sale of basic resources. 

Secondly, resource booms can increase the value of a 
country’s currency making exports expensive and imports 
more attractive, which slows economic growth and 
further works against economic diversification. Thirdly, 
wealth gained from resources tends to be redirected 
towards corrupt political elites rather than to the state, 
meaning that wealth is not reinvested, nor is it spent on 
essential public goods such as education or healthcare. 

Corrupt political elites are able to redirect funds 
in this way because of weak political institutions 
and weak financial management regimes, the 
weakness of which is often deliberately fostered 
by political elites. 

Political opposition is often ‘bought off’ via patronage 
networks created through the disbursement of redirected 
revenues. These issues are further complicated by 
volatility in resource prices which causes revenue 
streams to be unpredictable which encourages short-
term planning.36 Institutional weakness extends into 
sectors such as mining, where oversight of mining 
practices is largely ineffective resulting in serious social, 
economic and environmental problems in resource 
rich countries. These problems include, among other 
negative consequences: the loss of land and livelihoods by 
indigenous communities (dispossession); environmental 
health crisis; poor and dangerous working conditions 
(including child labour); the ongoing marginalisation of 
women; the pollution of water sources and agricultural 
lands, and the wholesale loss of biodiversity. 

While the ‘resource curse’ is a common feature of 
resource rich countries in SSA it should not be assumed 
that all countries have been impacted by the phenomenon 
to the same degree. While some countries have exhibited 
all of the classic features of the phenomenon (such as the 
DRC) some, like Botswana and South Africa, have avoided 
its worst impacts. Why countries like Botswana have done 
so will be explored later in a Case Study in this report.  

Case Study 1:  
The DRC and the ‘Resource Curse’

The DRC presents a classic example of the ‘resource curse’. 
Despite the country having an abundance of mineral 
resources, especially copper, zinc, gold and cobalt, and 
significant amounts of rich arable land, it is ranked 180th 
out of 193 countries by the Human Development Index.37 
In 2024, its GDP per capita was $744, compared to $6 500 
for South Africa, $10 800 for Brazil, and $13 300 for China.38  
Educational outcomes are very poor, the provision of 
healthcare extremely limited, and both gender based 
violence and food insecurity are commonplace.

Governance is also extremely weak in many parts of the 
country, with ongoing conflict between the government 
and rebel forces devastating infrastructure in the east 
of the country. In terms of overall political governance, 
the country ranks 48th out of 54 countries ranked by the 
Mo Ibrahim Foundation, while it ranks 48th out of 
54 in Africa nations in terms of corruption.39  The 
government’s ability to raise taxes is limited and tax 
evasion is commonplace. 

Its mining sector is characterised by extremely weak 
oversight from government which explains why the 
National Resource Governance Institute gave the DRC 
a score of 36 out of 100.40 Resource governance failures 
have facilitated severe human rights abuses, including 
child labour, forced removals, the destruction of 
cultural heritage, and appalling working and living 
conditions for miners and those living around mines. 
Corruption and tax evasion are common in the sector, 
while the environmental damage caused by mining 
goes largely unchecked.41  

This environmental damage includes air and water 
pollution (including acid mine drainage); regular 
spills of toxic materials; poor waste management; 
deforestation; biodiversity loss; severe soil erosion 
(which negatively impacts farming), and the failure to 
rehabilitate closed mines.42  

It is quite clear that revenues from the mining sector, 
which currently accounts for nearly half of all government 
revenue, have created economic and political distortions 
in the DRC which are typical of the ‘resource curse’ 
hypothesis.43 It is within this fragile context that an 
estimated $24 trillion worth of minerals still exist in the 
DRC, a number of which, especially copper and cobalt, 
are key CM.44 

While the DRC is a particularly bad example of an 
African country that endures the worst excesses of 
the ‘resource curse’ its developmental trajectory is not 
dissimilar to many African countries that are rich in 
mineral resources. If Africa is to reap the benefits of the 
CM boom it is obvious that the conditions which produce 
and re-produce the ‘resource curse’ have to be addressed 
both by African countries themselves and by the wider 
international community.
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Africa’s holistic response to the boom in CM has 
been mediated by the African Union (AU) via its 
2009 Africa Mining Vision (AMV) which envisages 
‘a mining sector that has become a key component 
of a diversified, vibrant and globally competitive 
industrialising African economy’. The core message of 
the AMV is that African countries need to stop exporting raw 
materials and rather focus on moving up (mining capital 
goods and services) and down (mineral processing and 
manufacturing) mineral value chains to position mining 
at the centre of Continent-wide, broad-based economic 
growth. Thus, the vision promotes resource-based African 
industrialisation and development by building economic 
and political linkages between African countries and the 
rest of the world along mineral value chains.45 

In December 2024, the AU, in partnership with the 
African Development Bank and African Development 
Fund, published ‘Africa’s Green Minerals Strategy’ 
(AGMS) stating that its publication was a ‘defining 
moment in the continent’s journey toward sustainable 
industrialization, energy security, and inclusive growth 
and sustainable development’.46 At its heart, the strategy 
calls for ‘Equitable Resource-based industrialisation’ in 
Africa via four key developments:

•	 Advancing Mineral Development by increasing 
geological knowledge, conducting feasibility studies 
to attract investment, building infrastructure for an 
enabling environment, establishing a Mineral Value 
Chain Investment Fund and aligning mineral resource 
management with the aspirations of the African 
Mining Vision.

•	 Developing People and Technological Capability by 
identifying skills and technologies needed to capitalise 
on green minerals opportunities and the building the 
institutions to develop the skills and to anchor the 
required research development and innovation.  

•	 Developing Mineral Value-Chains to achieve equitable 
resource-based industrialisation through supply-chain 
development beneficiation and value addition and 
access wider regional and continental markets through 
the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).

•	 Mineral Stewardship to responsibly guide the 
environmental, social and governance aspects of green 
minerals exploitation and utilisation together with 
material reuse and recycling. 

Crucially, the vision expands the objectives of the AMV 
by calling for a massive deepening of inter-African 
cooperation and trade alongside the development of local 
mineral beneficiation and processing, and upstream and 
downstream developmental linkages. The strategy notes 
that mineral development alone is not enough, because 
Africa also needs to provide electricity to the 600 million 
people on the Continent that currently lack access. To 
enable this electrification, the strategy states that while 
many CM will still be exported, they should also be 
used domestically to enable the local manufacturing 
and construction of embedded generation renewable 
energy sources to complement existing energy sources. 
Overall, the strategy envisions ‘an Africa that harnesses 
green mineral value-chains for equitable resource-based 
industrialisation and electrification, creating green 
technologies and sustainable development to enhance 
the quality of life of its people’.47 

As the AGMS notes:

Africa Responds to the ‘critical 
minerals rush’

Recommendations made in the 
AGMS on mineral development, 
skilling people and enhancing 
technological capabilities as well 
as proper stewardship to protect 
people and the environment cover 
familiar ground because making the 
most out of mineral development 
needs resolute effort. What is new 
are the opportunities flowing from 
the energy transition that foresees 
energising and industrialising Africa 
at a big picture level.48 

Both the AMV and the AGMS provide a bold and optimistic 
vision of how Africa can benefit from the ‘Critical 
Minerals Rush’. It should be noted that the AGMS strategy 
is squarely located within the context of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) which entered into 
its first operational phase in 2021. 

AfCFTA is designed to create a single 
market for goods and services, 
facilitate free movement of people 
and capital, and promote industrial 
development and economic 
integration on the Continent. 
While little progress has been made 
to date, observers note that it took 
the EU 25 years to become a single 
economic market.49 

In 2024, the Africa Minerals Strategy Group (AMSG) 
was created by 17 founding African nations. Its primary 
objective is to ‘foster collaboration among member nations 
to collectively address the challenges and opportunities 
associated with critical minerals, including but not 
limited to sourcing, production, local beneficiation (value 
addition), supply chain security, technology innovation 
and common legal framework’.  In early 2025, the AMSG 
launched the Africa Responsible Mineral Sourcing 
Initiative (ARMSI) which aims to promote ‘responsible 
sourcing of Africa’s minerals in a way that respects human 
rights, promotes environmental protection, and tackles 
critical issues such as forced labour, child labour, human 
trafficking, and slavery within the supply chain’.51 The 
AMSG has also launched a geological mapping initiative 
and an African minerals exchange. 
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The environmental impacts of critical 
minerals on Sub-Saharan Africa

Within the wider context of the rush to mine CM, 
there is a very real danger that environmental harms 
caused by mining are replicated and deepened. This 
danger is recognised by the AU’s AGMS which clearly 
articulates that for CM mining to be sustainable, 
‘exemplary standards’ of environmental management 
must be in place at each and every mine.53 These 
sentiments are shared by other global organisations. For 
example, the United Nations’s voluntary 'Principles to 
Guide Critical Energy Transition Minerals Towards Equity 
and Justice' includes the principle that ‘the integrity of 
the planet, its environment and biodiversity must be 
safeguarded’, noting ‘we must redouble our efforts to 
safeguard the integrity of the environment and ensure 
the long-term health and resilience of people and the 
planet’.54 The IEA concurs, going so far as to publish a 
separate guide for member countries titled, ‘Sustainable 
and Responsible Critical Mineral Supply Chains’. 

This guide notes that critical mineral supply chains 
cannot be truly secure, reliable and resilient unless they 
are also sustainable and responsible ... The first and 
foremost reason to address the environmental, social and 
governance risks in the mineral supply chain is to protect 
people, communities and the environment.55 

Similar concerns are expressed by numerous other 
international institutions (such as the EU) which all agree 
that the extraction of CM throughout the world must be 
undertaken in an environmentally sustainable fashion.56  
Despite these assurances, there is to date very little 
evidence that CM are being extracted in SSA in ways which 
are environmentally sustainable. In fact, evidence would 
indicate that it is simply ‘business as usual’ as the following 
case study illustrates.  

The history of mining in Africa, and in SSA specifically, is essentially a 
history of environmental destruction. While this destruction varies in severity 
between different countries and different resources, there is an overwhelming 
amount of credible evidence that indicates beyond any doubt that mining has 
caused acute and long-lasting damage to the environments of resource rich 
countries in SSA.52  

Case Study 2:  
The Environmental Impacts of Lithium Mining in Zimbabwe

In a few years, Zimbabwe has gone from producing 
negligible amounts of lithium, to being the world’s 6th 
largest producer, and 5th largest in terms of deposits. 
Zimbabwe is, in fact, leading the scramble for lithium 
in Africa with observers noting that ‘lithium fever’ has 
gripped the nation.57  

While large Chinese mining companies dominate the 
formal mining sector via mines such as the Arcadia mine 
outside Harare and the Bikita mine in the east of the 
country, many thousands of artisanal and small-scale 
miners (ASM) seek their fortunes by ‘illegally’ mining 
‘white gold’ alongside formal mines, or in informal and 
abandoned mines. 

The environmental impacts of this rush for lithium in 
Zimbabwe have been profound. For example, in 2023 the 
Bikita mine discharged an unknown substance into the 
nearby Matezva dam, which services irrigation schemes 
as well as providing water and food for local communities. 
Local people claim that the ecosystem in the dam has 
changed since the spill, noting that fish can no longer be 
caught for food. In addition, farmers using the dam water 
for irrigation claim that their crops now regularly fail. 
Concerns have also been raised about the unsustainable 
amount of water that the mine draws from the dam during 
its operations.58 

Other observers have argued that local community 
members were largely excluded from the Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) process at Bikita mine. Local 
residents have also recorded cracks in their homes caused 
by blasting and excessive noise and dust pollution.59 

Other reported environmental problems associated 
with lithium mining in Zimbabwe include poor waste 
management, the unsanctioned clearing of land, the 
creation and abandonment of open pits, and water 
shortages, the latter having a particularly onerous 
impact on women.60 In a perfect illustration of how 
weak mineral governance impacts African countries,
  ... it emerged in 2023 that two 
lithium mines in Zimbabwe were 
operating without EIAs. Authorities 
were only alerted to this fact 
after receiving complaints about 
environmental damage from  
local residents.61

Evidence from the lithium boom in Zimbabwe appears to 
indicate that very little has changed in terms of how the 
environment is being disrupted by mineral extraction.  

Falling Critical Mineral Ore Grades - Economic logic 
dictates that the best quality CM ore grades will be 
mined first. This means that as the energy transition 
progresses there may be increasing pressure to mine 
lower grade CM ores in Africa. The mining of lower 
grade CM can be problematic because experience 
shows that lower grade ores are more dangerous to 
extract, while their extraction uses more water and 
creates more environmental pollution. Another risk 
here is more tailings, which need to be safely stored 
with continuous oversight. These potential problems 
could be particularly acute in the DRC where cobalt 
grades are set to fall in the coming years, and in 
Zambia where copper grades are slowly falling.64  

Regulations need to ensure that the social and 
environmental costs associated with mining lower 
grade ores are avoided in Africa. 

The above case study from Zimbabwe is sadly indicative of how CM are currently being exploited in SSA. For 
example, research illustrates that dust, sulphur and chemical pollution from the Ambatovy Nickel Mine in 
Madagascar has resulted in health problems for local residents, while local water has been polluted. This is in 
addition to the 2000 hectares of rainforest cleared to make way for the mine.62 In Guinea, home to the world 
largest reserves of bauxite, mining of the mineral has led to land coverage changes, river pollution, water 
shortages, biodiversity loss and respiratory and cardiovascular illnesses among people living and working near 
the mines.63 The examples above are also merely a few among many as there are literally hundreds of research 
reports and academic articles which detail the ongoing environmental damage caused by mining within all 
resource-rich SSA countries. While the boom for CM is still at a relatively early stage, there is sadly little 
to suggest that ‘exemplary’ environmental standards are being applied to the extraction of CM. 
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This is a clear recognition that land dispossessions, poor 
working conditions, and other associated problems that 
usually accompany mining in Africa at the local level 
must not continue.

As already noted, both the AMV and the AGMS stress that 
Africa needs to extract more economic benefit from its 
mineral resources through downstream and upstream 
value chains, and that government revenues sourced from 
resource extraction must be used efficiently and effectively 
to diversify African economies. As the AGMS states, ‘Africa 
must move beyond raw mineral exports and build strong, 
integrated value chains that foster local beneficiation, job 
creation, and economic diversification’.66  

These specific goals are repeated in Principles 1 and 4 of 
the United Nations’s voluntary 'Principles to Guide Critical 
Energy Transition Minerals Towards Equity and Justice'. 
Principle 1 states, ‘Human rights must be at the core of all 
mineral value chains, while 4 notes, ‘Development must 
be fostered through benefit sharing, value addition and 
economic diversification’.67 

As with commitments to environmental stewardship, 
the need to respect the rights of local communities 
and diversify African economies during the CM boom 
feature extensively in position papers on CM from other 
institutions such as the IEA, the IMF and the International 
Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA).68 Therefore, at least 
at a policy level, there are strong commitments to protect 
the rights of people who live and work in mining areas. 
However, in terms of the negative social impacts 
of CM mining, evidence to date suggests that these 
commitments are far from being met. 

Experts note that this is because many CM are located 
in ‘geographies with such high levels of situated risk’. 
That is, they are already being mined or are located in 
areas where conflict over resource extraction already 
occurs or is highly likely to occur (see section below on 
fragile states).72  

In terms of economic outcomes, it is difficult to assess 
at this stage what dividends the CM boom will bring 
to SSA economies. The signs are not good, as there 
are already examples of elite capture of CM resource 
revenues, while illicit financial flows (IFFs) from the 
mining sector, including CM, continue unabated.73 
There is, therefore, a strong likelihood that without 
wholesale systemic changes, economies will continue 
to follow the pattern articulated in the ‘resource curse’ 
hypothesis. This is because the ability of SSA countries 
to diversify their economies and take advantage of 
CM supply chains and to transition their economies 
to renewable energy sources is extremely limited, 
because of a complex set of reasons which will be 
explored on the next page. 

The socio-economic impacts impacts of 
critical minerals on Sub-Saharan Africa
Both the AMV and the AGMS stress the need for mining to be carried out in 
Africa in a ‘socially responsible’ way. The AGMS notes that ‘Africa’s people’ 
need to be protected from the negative social impacts of mining, stating 
that the policy ‘aims to achieve normative agreements between affected 
stakeholders and mines that can hold parties to the agreement to account for 
collectively upholding a “sustainable development licence to operate”’.65  

There is an overwhelming amount of 
evidence that indicates that stories 
of dispossession (loss of livelihoods 
and inadequate compensation) and 
disregard for cultural heritage and 
traditional beliefs as articulated 
in Case Study 3 are occurring 
throughout SSA at mines where CM 
are being exploited.71

Case Study 3:  
Dispossession in South Africa’s 
Platinum Belt

It is important to recognise that while some studies 
project that new mines will be needed for a swift energy 
transition that meets the demand for CM, hundreds of 
mines already exist throughout SSA that produce CM. As 
experts confirm, ‘minerals and metals being promoted 
as necessary to steer the world off an inevitable 
collision course with nature are primarily mainstream 
and already subject to large-scale extraction’.69 If a new 
‘sustainable development licence to operate’ is to be 
inculcated, then this also needs to be operationalised at 
pre-existing mines like those within the Platinum Belt 
in northern parts of South Africa which continue to be 
sites of dispossession and conflict. 

Various communities throughout the Platinum Belt 
have been involved in a prolonged conflict with mine 
owners and government for at least 20 years over land 
dispossession which has led to the loss of traditional 
livelihoods and food and water sources without proper 
or meaningful compensation. In addition, there are 
ongoing and repeated accusations of corrupt collusion 
between mine owners, unaccountable local chiefs, and 
the government. Community members state that they 
are excluded from decision-making processes, their 
cultural heritage and spiritual beliefs are being ignored, 
while job opportunities at mines are few, are of poor 
quality and are often temporary. Research indicates 
that community members who have opposed this 
dispossession, have been subject to violence, including 
murder.70 Unless these and similar ongoing struggles, not 
just new struggles at new mines, are also addressed there 
can be no ‘sustainable development licence to operate’.
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Case Study 4:  
Zambia’s and Sub-Saharan Africa’s Missing Millions

Zambia has significant deposits of copper, cobalt, lithium, 
nickel, and manganese. Whether it can properly benefit 
from these resources during the CM boom will depend 
in part on its ability to stem illicit financial flows (IFF) 
from its mining sector. IFF ‘are illegal movements of 
money or capital from one country to another’.74 In the 
mining sector, IFF commonly occur via transfer pricing 
(paying excessively for services provided by a subsidiary 
company in a tax-haven) and trade mis-invoicing (the 
deliberate falsification of the value, volume, and/or type 
of commodity in an international transaction) to avoid 
paying taxes and duties.  

The United Nations Commission 
on Africa estimates that Zambia 
loses at least 10% of its annual GDP 
to tax avoidance practises. It is 
estimated that in 2017 multinational 
mining companies avoided paying 
approximately $3 billion in taxes in 
Zambia via IFF.75 

Shocking as these figures are, they are relatively small 
compared to South Africa and Nigeria, where research 
shows that in 2015 South Africa lost over $10 billion in 
revenue from IFF, while Nigeria is estimated to lose 
upwards of $17 billion every year.76 The African Union’s 
‘African Minerals Development Centre’ notes that, ‘Illicit 
financial flows from the mineral sector are increasingly 
widespread and complex’.77 

Overall, it has been calculated that $1.3 trillion has left SSA 
since 1980 in the form of IFF, of which an estimated 60% 
comes from the resources sector.78 Research has shown 
that these IFF directly erode the tax bases of SSA countries, 
a reality which ‘continues to haunt and constrain the SSA 
economic regions from pursuing various development 
agendas’.79

As analysts note, the extraction 
of CM for the energy transition is 
‘effectively implicated in toxic 
pollution, biodiversity loss, 
exacerbation of gender inequality, 
exploitation of child labour, and the 
subjugation of ethnic minorities’.80 

This finding is confirmed by other researchers who note 
that, ‘the rush for Africa’s critical minerals is producing 
significant socio-ecological impacts, including driving loss 
of rich biodiversity, displacement of communities and 
breeding new forms of illegalities in the resource sector’.81 

The Issue of Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining 
(ASM) and CM  - ASM refers to small scale 
miners who generally work informally in mining 
areas. Because it is largely informal, and is often 
considered illegal in some African countries, it 
also tends to be precarious work that poses 
significant health, safety, and environmental 
challenges. In addition, many ASM miners tend 
to be price takers because they lack organised 
bargaining power, meaning that wages are very 
low.82 Lastly, ASM can also lead to conflict as 
clashes take place between traditional licensed 
large-scale mining operations and ASM over 
access to minerals.83 

While statistics on the actual number of ASM 
miners in SSA are hard to find, it is estimated 
that in the DRC alone there are between  
200 000 – 250 000 ASM miners who are 
responsible for mining as much as 25% of the 
DRC’s cobalt.84 As many as 300 000 people are 
said to work directly as ASM in Guinea.85  

While attempts are being made throughout the 
region to formalise ASM, much more needs to 
be done to streamline processes to enable ASM 
miners to mine ‘legally’. This means that less 
onerous restrictions and permitting processes 
need to be developed for ASM, training needs 
to be provided, and specific mineral allocations 
made. These developments need to take place 
as soon as possible, as increases in the price of 
CM can lead to rapid increases in ASM activity.86 
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Reimaging mineral development in 
Africa: The challenges
While the AU, individual African countries, and 
global role-players like the United Nations may 
wish for the CM boom to be the game-changer that 
Africa needs to diversify its respective economies 
and break free from debt and poverty, this will only 
happen if major structural changes take place in the 
global economy, in the global political landscapes, 
and in how extractive industries operate. 

The first observation to make when considering the 
challenges that Africa faces in terms of meaningfully 
developing its CM is that they are not new challenges, 
they are the very same ones that Africa has faced for 
decades, and yet they remain.87 

That certain minerals are now considered ‘critical’ does not 
change the nature of these pre-existing challenges which 
is precisely why some commentators are now referring 
to the ‘green resource curse’.88 One research report 
states that for Africa ‘to seize the opportunity and fully 
capitalise on the surge in demand for critical minerals’ 
it needs to ‘overcome several obstacles including lack of 
infrastructure, limited domestic resource mobilisation, 
and relatively low skills and poor institutions’.89 This 
comment is typical of numerous similar ones that appear 
in various research reports that explore the issue of CM 
in Africa. It is worth briefly unpacking this comment to 
fully understand its true meaning in terms of Africa’s 
potential response to CM.

Lack of Infrastructure – Africa has a chronic and 
debilitating lack of critical foundational infrastructure 
which is largely a legacy of colonial ‘maldevelopment’.90  
Colonial regimes were entirely disinterested in trade 
within African countries or between African countries 
as the priority was to extract and export materials. This 
means that Africa, and especially SSA, lacks the transport 
infrastructure (railways, roads, ports, airports, etc.) to 
enable intra-African trade which is necessary to move 
beyond the export of materials and facilitate industrial 
development. This lack of transport infrastructure results 
in uneconomic transport and logistics costs, seriously 
hindering the ability of African countries and companies 
to either trade with each other (intra-African trade makes 
up only 14% of all African trade) or compete globally.91  

Only 2% of CM sourced in Africa are 
destined for African countries.92  

Secondly, Africa experiences severe energy shortages 
meaning that the Continent’s ability to process CM is 
limited. While mining consumes relatively little energy, 
processing CM is highly energy intensive which is why 
‘most of the world’s largest mineral refineries are in 
places with abundant and low-cost energy’.  

Because of this lack of infrastructure, most African 
CM leave the Continent at Stage 1 (see Figure 5) of 
their respective supply chains. For example, to 
enable Guinea to move along the value chain 
and process bauxite into aluminium, domestic 
electricity generation would need to increase 
by a factor of ten, and this would still leave 
the majority of citizens without access to 
electricity.94 There is, of course, no incentive for 
foreign countries or companies to process CM in 
Africa when profits can be derived from processing 
them in home countries for export back to Africa 
and elsewhere.  

Relatively Low Skills – Skills shortages, also partly a 
legacy of colonialism and IMF policies in the 1980s, 
severely weaken Africa’s ability to take advantage of its 
CM and use them as a springboard for ‘resource-based 
industrialisation’. These skills shortages are prevalent 
throughout the mining sector. For example, there is a 
pressing need for more geological and geoscience data 
at the state level to enable African countries to take full 
advantage of their mineral riches; there is a chronic 

shortage of skilled negotiators necessary to manage 
mining contracts with transnational mining corporations; 
there is a lack of environmental monitoring to inform 
EIA’s and monitor environmental compliance; there are 
too few financial and accounting experts to address issues 
such as tax evasion; mining research and development 
skills are limited, while African citizens often lack the 
skills to occupy skilled jobs in the mining sector.96  

Figure 5: The Supply Chain of Minerals/Metals93 

Fossil Fuels and CM in Africa  - Increased demand 
for energy to extract and process CM could lead 
to accelerated fossil fuel use on the Continent. 
For example, Ghana has made it clear that it 
intends using natural gas to power its proposed 
bauxite-to-aluminium industry.95 There is a clear 
danger here that African countries may turn to 
more readily accessible fossil fuel sources such as 
natural gas to provide energy for CM processing, 
and in doing so bypass the opportunity to provide 
the necessary energy from renewables. Hopefully 
the irony of this potential development will not be 
lost on African leaders. . 
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Poor institutions – Due to skills shortages and political 
interference (often to hide corruption) the institutions 
needed to spur ‘resource-based industrialisation’ are 
often weak. Government fiscal, environmental, and 
social support institutions are often poorly staffed, 
under-resourced and subsequently unable to undertake 
their respective mandates. This is a classic symptom 
of the ‘resource curse’. This dysfunction leads to policy 
incoherence, a lack of transparency and poor regulatory 
controls – factors which often inhibit investment.106  

Several SSA countries that have CM are considered to be 
‘fragile states’. The African Development Bank defines 
fragile states as 'countries or situations with unique 
development challenges that have resulted from fragility 
and conflict including weak institutional capacities and 
poor governance, economic and geographic isolation, 
economic disruption, social disruption and insecurity'.108  
The fragility of some states, such as the DRC, already leads 
to conflicts over CM.109 

Limited domestic resource mobilisation – To observe 
that Africa has limited domestic resource mobilisation is 
to point out one of the consequences of an entire global 
system of trade and finance that works against Africa’s 
interests in terms of how it may be able to use its CM to 
facilitate ‘resource-based industrialisation’. Part of the 
reality of the ‘resource curse’ is that African countries are 
locked into a system whereby they are rewarded, at least 
temporarily and for the few, into a system that perpetuates 
the outflow of raw materials from Africa, and the 
associated importation of processed and manufactured 
materials back into Africa. 

To break this cycle will need a reimagining of the global 
trade economy and the historically unequal terms of trade 
(often the result of tariffs as much as structural inequalities) 
that Africa faces. However, these unequal terms of trade 
are routinely perpetuated and deepened by undemocratic 
institutions such as the World Trade Organisation, the 
IMF, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), 
the World Bank, and through instruments such as the 
Investor-State Dispute Settlements (ISDS) which ‘carry 
significant risks to policy space and policy tools necessary 
for industrialization and development’ in Africa.110  

If Africa is to break free of the ‘resource curse’, it also 
very obviously needs access to capital to enable it to undo 
the legacies of colonialism which continue to shape its 
economies today. 

However, Africa’s access to domestic capital is incredibly 
limited (another example of the vicious circle of the 
‘resource curse’). This makes it reliant on capital raised 
internationally which is denominated in ‘hard’ currencies 
which make repayments difficult, especially when 
economies are reliant on the vagaries of international 
prices for primary commodities. 

Even when capital is promised to Africa from countries 
of the Global North to invest in critical infrastructure, it 
predominantly appears in the form of loans, not grants. 
For example, less than 3% of R154 billion (2022 prices) 
allocated by various nations to South Africa to assist in the 
construction of transition infrastructure in 2022 was in 
the form of grants, with 97% being loans.111 Similarly, of 
$83 billion of climate finance provided in 2020 by Global 
North countries in terms of the Paris Agreement, less than 
25% was in the form of grants, with the rest being loans.112  

These difficulties need to be understood within the wider 
context of sovereign debt in Africa and in SSA in particular. 
SSA countries find it incredibly difficult to affordably raise 
capital because they are already heavily indebted, some of 
which in the form of ‘odious debt’. Such is the magnitude 
of this debt, that it is a form of neo-colonialism because 
it forces African countries to seek export earnings from 
unprocessed raw materials thus deepening already 
existing structural economic weaknesses (yet again, a 
manifestation of the ‘resource curse’).113  

Critical Minerals and Jobs in Africa  - Given the 
relatively recent emergence of the rush for CM 
there is little research looking at the number 
of jobs that could be created in Africa from CM 
specifically. That said, one report estimates that 
2.3 million new jobs could be created as a direct 
result of CM.97 The IEA estimates that  
400 000 people work in the CM sector in 
Africa (790 000 globally), noting that global 
employment in CM grew by 7% in 2023. The IEA 
indicates that to meet Net Zero by 2050 the 
growth of employment in the sector will have 
to average 7% every year by 2030, to reach 1.3 
million jobs, with 52% of this growth being in 
Africa. This implies an additional 265 000 jobs in 
CM will need to be created in Africa by 2030 to 
begin meeting Net Zero by 2050.98 

While this increase is to be welcomed, the 
key question is whether current employment 
patterns in mining will be replicated. How many 
of these workers will be informal and ‘lack 
adequate safety training and equipment, endure 
substandard working conditions and receive low 
salaries’.99 Thus, it is not just about quantity, 
because the quality of jobs matters. 

As analysts argue, one of the ‘key 
characteristics’ of resource extraction in Africa 
‘is the over-exploitation of labour in extractive 
economies by resource-extracting companies 
from industrialised countries, seeking to 
maximise their profits’.100  

If Africa is to process raw materials, questions 
also need to be asked about the impact of 
this processing on the quality of employment. 
Evidence from various countries indicates labour 
rights abuses in mineral processing as well as 
extensive environmental harms imposed on 
workers and local communities.101,102,103      

Jobs in the CM mining sector are also 
increasingly under threat from technology. For 
example, new nickel mines in Zambia are being 
highly mechanised, while digital technologies 
such as artificial intelligence (AI) threatens jobs 
in the mining sector.104 It has been estimated 
that as much as 23% of mining jobs may 
be under threat from automation via AI (e.g. 
autonomous machinery).105 Clearly, the rush 
for CM must do more than just replicate pre-
existing poor working conditions.

Figure 6: Fragility and corruption indicators.115

Evidence illustrates that even where 
good policies and institutions exist, 
political will is often a limiting 
factor in institutional effectiveness 
and compliance in the mining sector 
in Africa.107  

CORRUPTION 
PERCEPTIONS
INDEX 2018
The perceived levels of public sector 
corruption in 180 countries/territories 
around the world.

#cpi2018
www.transparency.org/cpi

This work from Transparency International (2019) is licensed under CC BY-ND 4.0

67 Chile 27
66 Seychelles 28
65 Bahamas 29
64 Portugal 30
63 Brunei 

Darussalam
31

63 Taiwan 31
62 Qatar 33
61 Botswana 34
61 Israel 34
60 Poland 36
60 Slovenia 36
59 Cyprus 38
59 Czech Republic 38
59 Lithuania 38
58 Georgia 41
58 Latvia 41
58 Saint Vincent and 

the Grenadines
41

58 Spain 41
57 Cabo Verde 45
57 Dominica 45
57 Korea, South 45
56 Costa Rica 48
56 Rwanda 48
55 Saint Lucia 50
54 Malta 51
53 Namibia 52

41 India 78
41 Kuwait 78
41 Lesotho 78
41 Trinidad 

and Tobago
78

41 Turkey 78
40 Argentina 85
40 Benin 85
39 China 87
39 Serbia 87
38 Bosnia and 

Herzegovina
89

38 Indonesia 89
38 Sri Lanka 89
38 Swaziland 89
37 Gambia 93
37 Guyana 93
37 Kosovo 93
37 Macedonia 93
37 Mongolia 93
37 Panama 93
36 Albania 99
36 Bahrain 99
36 Colombia 99
36 Philippines 99
36 Tanzania 99
36 Thailand 99
35 Algeria 105

88 Denmark 1
87 New Zealand 2
85 Finland 3
85 Singapore 3
85 Sweden 3
85 Switzerland 3
84 Norway 7
82 Netherlands 8
81 Canada 9
81 Luxembourg 9
80 Germany 11
80 United Kingdom 11
77 Australia 13
76 Austria 14
76 Hong Kong 14
76 Iceland 14
75 Belgium 17
73 Estonia 18
73 Ireland 18
73 Japan 18
72 France 21
71 United States 22
70 United Arab 

Emirates
23

70 Uruguay 23
68 Barbados 25
68 Bhutan 25

SCORE  COUNTRY/TERRITORY      RANK 52 Grenada 53
52 Italy 53
52 Oman 53
51 Mauritius 56
50 Slovakia 57
49 Jordan 58
49 Saudi Arabia 58
48 Croatia 60
47 Cuba 61
47 Malaysia 61
47 Romania 61
46 Hungary 64
46 Sao Tome 

and Principe
64

46 Vanuatu 64
45 Greece 67
45 Montenegro 67
45 Senegal 67
44 Belarus 70
44 Jamaica 70
44 Solomon Islands 70
43 Morocco 73
43 South Africa 73
43 Suriname 73
43 Tunisia 73
42 Bulgaria 77
41 Burkina Faso 78
41 Ghana 78

35 Armenia 105
35 Brazil 105
35 Côte d’Ivoire 105
35 Egypt 105
35 El Salvador 105
35 Peru 105
35 Timor-Leste 105
35 Zambia 105
34 Ecuador 114
34 Ethiopia 114
34 Niger 114
33 Moldova 117
33 Pakistan 117
33 Vietnam 117
32 Liberia 120
32 Malawi 120
32 Mali 120
32 Ukraine 120
31 Djibouti 124
31 Gabon 124
31 Kazakhstan 124
31 Maldives 124
31 Nepal 124
30 Dominican 

Republic
129

30 Sierra Leone 129
30 Togo 129
29 Bolivia 132

29 Honduras 132
29 Kyrgyzstan 132
29 Laos 132
29 Myanmar 132
29 Paraguay 132
28 Guinea 138
28 Iran 138
28 Lebanon 138
28 Mexico 138
28 Papua 

New Guinea
138

28 Russia 138
27 Comoros 144
27 Guatemala 144
27 Kenya 144
27 Mauritania 144
27 Nigeria 144
26 Bangladesh 149
26 Central African 

Republic
149

26 Uganda 149
25 Azerbaijan 152
25 Cameroon 152
25 Madagascar 152
25 Nicaragua 152
25 Tajikistan 152
24 Eritrea 157
23 Mozambique 158

23 Uzbekistan 158
22 Zimbabwe 160
20 Cambodia 161
20 Democratic 

Republic of 
the Congo

161

20 Haiti 161
20 Turkmenistan 161
19 Angola 165
19 Chad 165
19 Congo 165
18 Iraq 168
18 Venezuela 168
17 Burundi 170
17 Libya 170
16 Afghanistan 172
16 Equatorial Guinea 172
16 Guinea Bissau 172
16 Sudan 172
14 Korea, North 176
14 Yemen 176
13 South Sudan 178
13 Syria 178
10 Somalia 180

SCORE

  0-9       10-19    20-29    30-39    40-49    50-59    60-69    70-79    80-89     90-100             No data

Very 
Clean

Highly 
Corrupt

www.transparency.org/cpi

POTENTIAL  
SOLUTIONS WHO WILL PAY? DEMOCRACY  

IN AFRICA RECOMMENDATIONS CONCLUSIONCONTENTS BACKGROUND RESOURCE CURSE IMPACTS THE CHALLENGES 2322

http://www.transparency.org/cpi


The limits of Extractivist logic 
It is clear that despite changes to some aspects of the global 
economy, the concepts of ‘dependency theory’, ‘unequal 
exchange’ and ‘core and periphery’ developed by political 
economy theorists in the 1960s and 1970s are still highly 
relevant to Africa’s current predicament, as a recent surge 
in interest in these concepts illustrates.  What this means 
is that extractivism, ‘the political-economic structure 
whereby African countries, which are primarily situated 

at the periphery of the world economy are (re)moulded 
into providers of raw or minimally processed resources 
for industries in the core capitalist countries’ remains the 
defining characteristic of the global mineral resources 
sector when it comes to Africa.115 In fact, it can be argued 
that they are especially relevant to SSA given its reliance 
on raw material exports and because 60% of the world’s 
poorest people live in the region.116  

Despite the development of regional blocks like BRICS and the growth of some Global South economies such as China’s 
and India’s, the basic structure of the global economy remains the same. As analysts note:

newly emerging economies are often thought to be more  
significant than they are … cchanges in the relative positions of different 
countries on the economic and geopolitical ladder do not mean that the 
basic imperialistic tendencies that drive the global system have disappeared 
– indeed, they may even become more intense as the struggle for economic 
territory becomes more competitive.117 

Economists note that one significant change that has 
taken place since the development of these theories 
is the emergence of global value chains (GVC) due to 
the growth and spread of multinational corporations. 
Global value chains which ‘reproduce relationships 
of dependence’ and have deepened the exploitation 
of labour as nations from the Global South feed raw 
materials into them.118  As analysts argue, ‘appropriation 
occurs through global commodity chains, wherein 
Northern firms deploy monopsony and monopoly power 
to depress Southern suppliers’ prices at every node, from 
extraction to manufacture’.119 

It is worth briefly considering the scale of this 
appropriation. Recent research has estimated that in 
2015, some $10.8 trillion (in 2010 prices) in embodied 
resources (12 billion tons of embodied raw material 
equivalents, 822 million hectares of embodied land, 21 
hexajoules of embodied energy, and 188 million person-
years of embodied labour) drained from the Global South 
to the Global North. 

Between 1995 – 2015, some $242 trillion was drained from 
the Global South. These figures compare to estimates 
of resources flowing North during the colonial era, 
indicating how little has really changed. 

This research concludes: 

These results demonstrate that the general pattern 
of appropriation that characterized the colonial 
period has been maintained and indeed expanded 
into the postcolonial era through the mechanism 
of unequal exchange, despite significant changes in 
the structure of the world economy.120 

It is within this unequal structural context that Africa 
is hoping to break its dependence on the export of raw 
materials and diversify and industrialise its economies. 
However, the reality is that African countries are 
integrated into a global economy on entirely unequal and 
unjust terms. 

52
16 000Quo Vadis the Just transition?

Despite the emergence of the concept of the Just Transition 
and much rhetoric around its application to the Global 
South in recent years, the reality is that ‘the ongoing 
energy transition is premised upon Extractivist logic, 
linked to neo-colonial patterns of uneven development 
and the creation of sacrifice zones of mineral extraction 
in the Global South’.121 Scholars have coined the term 
‘decarbonisation by dispossession’ to describe a process 
whereby the energy transition that is currently taking 
place is reinforcing and deepening the pre-existing 
colonial character of resource extraction, especially in 
regard to CM. They argue, ‘a capital-driven shift to low-
carbon technologies, primarily in the North, is organically 
linked with the production of sacrifice zones of extraction 
and dispossession, concentrated in the South’. As such, 
the transition reinforces these relations and arrangements 
rather than challenging them.122

As others note, the rush for CM is ‘interacting with 
already-existing inequalities and vulnerabilities that are 
structured by age, class, gender, patterns of globalisation 
and geography … that perpetuate neocolonialism 
dependence, economic inequality, and degradation of 
the environment’.123 That this is happening is, in a sense, 
entirely predictable because the transition is happening 
in an ‘unequal world system that is structured by existing 
inequalities … powerlessness and peripheralization’.124  

The problem for Africa when faced with the 
increased demand for its CM is that the current logic 
of the transition ‘leaves dominant power relations 
and political and economic arrangements intact’.126  
This failure to unravel relationships of political 
and economic power is the critical issue because 
it means that the dominant narratives around the 
concept of a Just Transition are largely technocratic, 
with ‘most just transition plans and programmes 
failing to account for the broader set of injustices 
and inequalities inherent in resource extraction’.  

Put simply, they fail to take into account the political 
and structural impediments that prevent the realisation 
of a meaningful Just Transition in the Global South. 
Thus, ‘advocacy around the ‘just transition’ does little to 
challenge the consolidation of profits enjoyed by North 
America, Europe and China. As such, it does little to 
challenge inter-country inequalities’.127 

Despite supplying critical mineral resources for the new 
energy transition, Africa has currently captured only 
a small share of the value generated downstream of the 
supply chain from these phases. For example, in 2023 the 
price of raw bauxite was $65 per tonne, whereas the price 
of aluminium in 2023 was $2335 per tonne.128 This price 
differential excludes the actual end of the value chain – the 
finished manufactured product. For example, even when 
lithium, nickel and cobalt are processed and sold, these 
sales still only represent 1.1% of the total electric vehicle 
value chain.129  As experts note, a genuinely Just Transition 
cannot happen ‘without radically reimagining how 
resource extraction is conducted or without confronting 
the internal contradictions of extractive capitalism’.130  

The Decarbonisation Divide  -  
The decarbonisation divide already exists in 
the recycling sector. Every year thousands 
of tonnes of e-waste from the Global North 
finds its way to Africa (particularly Ghana) 
where small quantities of copper and other 
metals are recovered by ‘waste pickers’. In 
doing so ‘waste pickers’ regularly expose 
themselves to mercury, lead, cadmium, flame 
retardants, asbestos, refractory ceramic 
fibres, and radioactive substances.125 
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Reimaging mineral development in 
Africa – potential solutions

Global system change

The AU and African leaders are fully aware of all the 
problems briefly alluded to above meaning that they 
feature strongly in the AMV, the AfCFTA, and the 
AGMS.131  The magnitude of these historically entrenched 
systemic problems, considered within the context of 
the climate crisis, means that now is not the time to shy 

away from the daunting reality of the scale of the changes 
that are necessary to enable Africa to truly benefit from 
its abundant CM resources. It is in this spirit of honest 
and open reflection that the following sections outline 
exactly what steps need to be taken to enable Africa to 
meaningfully benefit from the CM boom.

A wholesale transformation of the global economy with 
justice as its guiding principle is the only way to ensure 
that Africa is to reap meaningful, transformative, and long-
lasting changes from its CM. This reality is acknowledged 
by the UN Secretary-General’s Panel on Critical Energy 
Transition Minerals which states that, ‘resourcing the 
energy transition requires a new paradigm rooted in 
equity and justice’ observing that ‘the race to net zero 
cannot trample over the poor’. To this end, the Panel refers 
to numerous principles which must guide the energy 
transition. Among other things, it notes that: 

(i)	 Existing global trade rules that ‘hinder structural 
transformation’ need to be reformed to ensure that 
trade is ‘rules-based and non-discriminatory’. 

(ii)	 All countries are entitled to affordable access to 
renewable energy, noting that ‘a new paradigm 
of responsibility’ needs to inform global decision-
making around the transition.

(iii)	 All countries, in particular developing countries, 
‘should have an equitable opportunity to harness 
technological innovation, participate in global 
mineral value chains and to benefit from these’.

(iv)	 Multilateral cooperation should ‘support value 
addition and fair trade through technology 
transfer, infrastructure provision, regional 
coordination, access to finance, scientific 
research and development, as well as skills and 
knowledge transfer via education, training and 
capacity building’.

 

(v)	 There should be ‘responsible investment and fair 
trade’. To this end, ‘investors banks, insurers, 
commodity and stock exchanges development 
banks, governments and businesses should provide 
access to finance on inclusive and affordable terms’.

(vi)	 ‘Indigenous Peoples, who are custodians and 
owners of mineral resource-rich lands ...  must have 
their individual and collective rights upheld and 
their knowledge and contributions recognized’ in 
terms of the principles of Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent (FPIC).  

The Panel on Critical Energy Transition Minerals, 
somewhat hesitantly, states that these principles are 
‘ambitious’, when in effect they call for both a fundamental 
realignment of global trade and finance regimes, and on 
the centring of the rights of Indigenous Peoples in debates 
about resource extraction. In both senses, therefore, they 
represent a radical departure from how mineral resources 
have been extracted in the past. 

These sentiments are shared by African experts in two 
major reports which explore the Continent’s CM and 
the transition to a low-carbon future. The first report,  
‘African Perspectives of a Just Transition to Low-
Carbon Economies’ notes that ‘a new global compact 
is required to address challenges and present 
opportunities for shared prosperity in the transition’. 
In particular, it argues that trade and investment rules 
need to be reformed so that ‘iniquitous, asymmetric, 
imbalanced and unfair rules’ are amended ‘to address the 
concerns of the African economies’ and ensure ‘equitable 
flows of finance for a Just Transition in Africa’.132 

The second report, ‘Just Transition: A Climate, Energy 
and Development Vision for Africa’ makes similarly bold 
statements. Drawing attention to ‘structural dependencies 
and value-chain lock-ins that [have] long outlasted formal 
independence’, it argues that 'imbalanced and unfair 
international rules on trade, investment and technology 
transfer' need to be reformed within the wider context of the 
wholesale reform of the 'international financial architecture'. 
It continues by contending that there needs to be a:

far-reaching change to the way societies 
and the capitalist, economic system 
functions today. It necessarily calls 
for deep, structural transformation, 
where whole systems of economics, 
governance, production, social services, 
foreign relations and, not least energy, 
are re-shaped. While this may appear far-
reaching, it is less radical than believing 
that business-as-usual presents a  
viable option. 

To this end, it notes that the entire narrative of the Just 
Transition needs a ‘new social contract’ whereby the 
transition moves beyond simply providing the raw 
materials for the Global North’s energy transition.133 
It is patently obvious that very little will change in the 
minerals sector or in Africa’s developmental trajectory, 
unless there are major systemic changes in global politics 
and economics. What is needed, therefore, is nothing 
short of a revolution which centres equity and justice 
at the heart of all decision-making. It is, therefore, very 
helpful to view the debate about CM and Africa through 
the lens of ‘system change not climate change’. 

 ‘resourcing the energy transition requires a new 
paradigm rooted in equity and justice’ observing that 
‘the race to net zero cannot trample over the poor’.
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African and other developing countries need to plan for deep transformation to fossil-

free societies, they cannot be expected to finance the bulk of the efforts needed. Wealthy 

countries and historically significant emitters need to, in accordance with their ‘fair 

shares’, reduce emissions as fast as possible while simultaneously providing finance to 

enable similarly deep and rapid reductions (mitigation) in poorer countries (beyond their 

much smaller fair share), as well as providing finance for both adaptation and loss and 

damage.135 Essentially, mobilising these resources is a matter of reparations by those 

who have largely caused the crisis (and benefit from the infrastructure created in this 

process), but can also be framed by wealthy countries as a matter of enlightened longer-

term, existential self-interest. 
Reparations for colonialism, biopiracy, and appropriation of cultural heritage 

Despite the fact that colonial atrocities on the African continent are well documented, 

very little redress has been made in terms of direct financial compensation to individuals, 

tribes, or nations.136 Africa has suffered from decades of colonial pillage and neo-colonial 

extractivism that was not limited to the theft of minerals, timber and other raw materials, 

countless hours of unpaid labour, priceless artifacts, and the appropriation of cultural 

heritage, but also the biopiracy and theft of African indigenous knowledge, seeds, plants, 

and medicinal know-how.137  As noted earlier, a staggering net USD 2 trillion is annually 

flowing to the Global North from the Global South. The appropriation of African assets 

must be returned, on African terms, in manners that are appropriate and do not bring 

further harm.

It is not just the Global North that needs to be called 
to account, as it is clear that many African leaders 
(and their respective political parties) also need to 
account for their respective roles in perpetuating 
the ‘resource curse’ via processes of ‘elite capture’. 
There is, in fact, an ongoing political crisis over how 
African leaders chose to use rents from resources. While 
progress towards democratic governance is progressing 
in some countries in SSA, it is regressing in others. 

Overall, problems persist in many SSA countries relating 
to weak legislative oversight, compromised judicial 
independence, secrecy, corruption (elite capture), and 
electoral irregularities.141 It does not, of course, have to be 
this way as Botswana demonstrates. Despite being almost 
entirely dependent on the export of minerals, particularly 
diamonds, the country has avoided the worst excesses of 
the ‘resource curse’. 

A moral accounting - who will pay? Democracy in Africa
While it is well beyond the scope of this research report 
to speculate on the kinds of intensely political actions that 
need to occur at local, national and international levels in 
both the public and private spheres to bring about these 
revolutionary, systemic changes, one question that can 
be addressed relates to how to finance these changes. If 
justice is indeed to be realised, then for several reasons 
it is the Global North that needs to foot the financial 
and technical bill to transition Africa’s economies and 
societies. There is little doubt that the Global North has 
a vast debt to the Global South, and the SSA in particular. 
This debt comes from:

Reparations for slavery and colonialism - There is a 
growing global movement for reparations to be paid to 
African countries from countries which were involved in 
the slave trade during the 18th and 19th centuries, and in 
colonialism more generally.134 The AU’s theme for 2025 
is ‘Justice for Africans and People of African Descent 
Through Reparations’ which aims to create a common 
African position on reparations. Estimates of the financial 
cost of the Atlantic slave trade alone range from $100 
- $ 135 trillion, while the combined costs of slavery and 
colonialism has been estimated at $777 trillion.135  

While there are varied proposals on the form of reparations, 
the AU notes that ‘proposals often include compensatory 
payments to African nations and communities affected by 
colonial exploitation. This could also involve investments 
in infrastructure, education, and healthcare to support 
economic development’.136 While also calling for 
reparations, the authors of the ‘Just Transition: A Climate, 
Energy and Development Vision for Africa’ report extend 
the analysis by noting:

Africa has suffered from decades 
of colonial pillage and neo-colonial 
extractivism that was not limited 
to the theft of minerals, timber and 
other raw materials, countless hours 
of unpaid labour, priceless artifacts, 
and the appropriation of cultural 
heritage, but also the biopiracy 
and theft of African indigenous 
knowledge, seeds, plants and 
medicinal know-how.137

Climate Justice – The fact that the African continent 
has contributed so little to the climate crisis in terms 
of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions and yet will be 
disproportionately negatively impacted by climate change 
has resulted in growing mainstream acceptance of the 
concept of ‘climate justice’ (countries of the Global North 
account for over 91% of emissions between 1960 – 2020).138  
Researchers have calculated, using carbon prices from 
the UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
that by 2050 the Global North will owe the Global South 
approximately $192 trillion in emission debt because of 
its disproportionate use of historic and available carbon 
budgets.139 There is, therefore, clear evidence that the 
Global North owes Africa, and SSA in particular, a massive 
financial debt (notwithstanding the moral debt). 

The term Global North as used here does not just 
refer to governments, but also to all the transnational 
corporations that are implicated in slavery, colonialism 
and modern-day neo-colonial practices. That this 
debt is largely based on the immoralities of slavery, 
colonialism and neo-colonialism (income inequality) 
is clear. Getting these debts even officially acknowledged 
by countries and corporations in the Global North, let 
alone paid, is a massive undertaking.140 Despite this, the 
existence of these debts is all the evidence that is needed 
to prove that there is an overwhelming moral argument 
grounded in justice that countries of the Global North 
should unravel the systemic injustices of the global 
economy and finance through grants the infrastructure 
and skills development Africa needs to use its CM to 
further ‘Equitable Resource-based industrialisation’ on 
the Continent.  

Case Study 5:  
Botswana – Escaping the Resource Curse
Botswana has been one of the world’s fastest growing 
economies for decades and as such is now considered a 
‘middle-income’ country with a GDP per capita of over 
$8000, with a very low debt-GDP ratio compared to other 
African states. In terms of HDI, Botswana is considered 
to be in the ‘high human development category’ due 
to significant progress made by the government in the 
education and health sectors in particular.142   

The critical ingredient in Botswana has been political 
leadership, which experts describe variously as ‘visionary’ 
and ‘unique’.143 Since independence there has been a 
strong commitment among Botswanan leaders to follow 
a genuinely developmental path. Resources from 
the extractive sectors have, therefore, not been 
squandered and captured by elites but have been 
used productively across the economy – particularly 
in infrastructure such as schools, hospitals and 
roads. Experts note that a number of factors, encouraged 
by progressive and developmental leadership, have driven 
Botswana’s relative success. These include:

1.	 Regular democratic elections which are free and fair.  

2.	 Traditional and Westminster style coalition building 
among political leaders which has led to a stable 
collective national vision.    

3.	 A highly trained and apolitical civil service. 

4.	 Zero tolerance for corruption. 

5.	 Strong institutional and legal frameworks governing 
resource extraction, in particular its ‘Diamonds for 
Development Strategy’ and the creation of a sovereign 
wealth fund, which means ‘that natural resource wealth 
(read diamonds) equally benefits the citizens.’144 
  

6.	 Strong negotiating teams which maximise  
resource rents. 

Some observers have suggested that several other factors 
have contributed to Botswana’s success. These include 
its relatively small and manageable population, its ethnic 
Swana homogeneity, and the fact that it is able to focus 
on one resource (diamonds) in particular with only one 
company (De Beers).145 Others point to a lack of genuine 
economic diversification outside of mining (a classic 
‘resource curse’ symptom), persistent income inequality, 
and the subordination of small ethnic minorities.146  

While these factors should not 
be dismissed, there is still clear 
evidence that different choices have 
been made by political leaders in 
Botswana that have contributed to its 
relative success compared to other 
resource-rich African countries. 

JUST
TRANSITION
A CLIMATE, ENERGY AND DEVELOPMENT
VISION FOR AFRICA

A report by the Independent Expert Group on Just Transition and Development
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There is ample evidence to suggest that the quality of 
political leadership is a critical factor in determining how 
a state uses rents extracted from the resources sector. 
This holds true, of course, for all resources like CM. This 
means, therefore, that for Africa to pursue ‘Equitable 
Resource-based industrialisation’ significant governance 
reforms need to take place in most African states. It is 
high time for a new ‘social contract’ between citizens and 
governments in Africa.  

While there is an honest and frank discussion of 
governance weaknesses in the mineral resources sector 
in both the AU’s AMV and the AGMS, both shy away 
from seeing these weaknesses as symptoms of wider 
governance challenges at national levels.  

For example, the AMV largely 
ignores the issues of corruption and 
elite capture. 

The AGMS fails to mention corruption at all, only briefly 
indicating that when it comes to elite capture Africans 
are ‘being compromised by foreign interests and 
agendas’ as if African leaders lack agency.147 There is an 
obvious need for the AU to meaningfully confront the 
crisis of political leadership on the Continent. This is a 
daunting challenge given that overall policy direction at 
the AU is in the hands of African leaders, some of whom 
are complicit in elite capture.148 

Case Study 6:  
Can South Africa Take Advantage of its CM?
South Africa has very significant resources of two 
CM – manganese and vanadium – that could be used 
to generate a battery value chain in South Africa. 
Manganese is a crucial component of lithium-ion 
batteries, while vanadium is used in vanadium redox 
flow batteries (VRFB). While South Africa already has 
several companies assembling batteries, and some 
making inverters, at present it exports the vast majority 
of both minerals to China to make batteries. However, 
research indicates that 60 000 new jobs could be created 
in the battery sector by 2030.149 

South Africa can realise these jobs by increasing battery 
assembly, increasing the processing of minerals to 
battery grade and commercially developing VRFB. 
Research indicates that strong government policies 
(regulations, laws, taxes and tariffs) to support the 
industry are required, such as a commitment to use 
utility-scale batteries in national energy systems to boost 
early development.150 As research notes, ‘government 
policies and local procurement targets play a vital role 
in driving the storage market’. Research also shows 
that strategic partnerships with other global and local 
manufacturers can help ‘integrate local firms into the 
value chain’.151  

Research has also shown that South Africa has significant 
potential outside of battery technologies. It already 
assembles solar PV components, has built wind turbine 
towers and some internal components and ‘its broad 
industrial capabilities in connected or related value 
chains (such as mining, steel, aluminium, automotive, 
shipbuilding, capital equipment and electro-technical 
equipment)’ means that it can capture much more of the 
renewable energy value chain. Much like with the battery 
sector, development needs strong policy certainty 
resulting in strong demand and strategic support from 
global manufacturers.152  

Encouragingly, and after some delay, South Africa’s 
Renewable Energy Masterplan has recently been 
approved by the Cabinet. The Plan seeks to develop 
industrial value chains throughout the renewable energy 
sector in South Africa and should hopefully provide the 
policy certainty that the sector needs to grow and take 
advantage of South Africa’s CM.  
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What can be done?

Recommendations at international level

While many of these initiatives will result in localised 
changes, some will further the objective of seeing longer-
term systemic change in line with the broadest and most 
inclusive definitions of a Just Transition. It should be 
pointed out, however, that many of the recommendations 

listed here can only realistically be fully implemented if 
the Global North releases its stranglehold on the Global 
South and genuinely commits (ethically, politically, and 
economically) to assisting the Global South undergo a 
meaningful Just Transition. 

FINANCIAL
(i)	 Institutions such as the World Bank, IMF, GATT, 

and the WTO need to be democratised so that 
countries of the Global South have more control 
over finance and trade policies. .  

(ii)	 Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) 
under the WTO need to be reformed to allow 
Africa access to technologies, such as renewable 
energy technologies (including for African 
manufacturing).154 Through this process, African 
states and companies can foster beneficial strategic 
partnership with global companies to assist in the 
transfer of knowledge and technology.

(iii)	 Either debt cancellation and/or the wholesale 
implementation of fair debt relief for countries in 
SSA needs to take place, while the entire system 
of international loans and financing needs to be 
democratised, gendered, and reformed. . 

(iv)	 The subsidisation of fossil fuels in SSA needs to 
be substantially reduced. The Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development estimated 
that direct fossil fuel subsidies in 2022 amounted to 
$1.5 trillion, while others have estimated the total 
to be closer to $7 trillion if indirect subsidies are 
also taken into account.155 While figures for SSA are 
difficult to find, research estimates that fossil fuel 
subsidies in the region amounted to $26 billion in 

2015 (in 2015 value), or US$75 billion if the costs of 
negative externalities are included.156 In 2023, South 
Africa alone paid out over $7.5 billion in fossil fuel 
subsidies.157 Given that there is direct evidence that 
such subsidies negatively impact the development 
of renewables they should be stopped and the 
money redirected towards economic diversification 
and renewable energy.158 

(v)	 The Global North needs to take its commitments 
to Climate Justice seriously and provide massively 
increased funds in the form of grants and technical 
assistance to countries of the Global South to enable 
them to transition to renewable energy.159 This is 
critical, given that Africa received only 2% of global 
clean energy funding in 2023.160 

(vi)	 A United Nations Tax Convention should be created 
to ensure that all forms of IFF cease.161 This means 
holding transnational corporations to account for 
tax evasion and tax avoidance practises. All current 
loopholes which facilitate IFF need to be closed. 
Major global accounting firms (KPMG, EY, Deloitte 
and PwC) need to be held accountable for their role 
in IFF.162 Accountability should be in the form of 
criminal charges as opposed to fines.

(vii)	 A transaction tax on all international financial 
transactions (a very small tax on each trade of 
stocks, derivatives, currency, and other financial 
instruments) as low as 0.01% could raise as much 
as $600 billion (in 2011 prices) annually which 
could be used to help fund a Just Transition in 
Africa. Such a tax would also have the advantage of 
reducing speculation investments in raw materials 
and in Global South markets163  

(viii)	Adding 5% to the tax rate of the world’s multi-
millionaires and billionaires would raise  
$1.7 trillion a year that could be amongst others 
spent on Africa’s Just Transition.164  

INSTITUTIONAL SOLUTIONS
(i)	 International institutions such as the United 

Nations Security Council, the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, and 
the International Energy Agency, need to be 
democratised and gendered so that countries 
of the Global South have more influence over 
policy development. The growing influence of 
private companies in these institutions needs to  
be reversed.  

(ii)	 The United Nations Human Rights Council needs to 
urgently transition the 2011 Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights into a binding treaty. 
This process has been delayed for more than a 
decade because of opposition from governments 
and transnational corporations. A globally binding 
treaty would require governments to ensure that 
businesses are accountable for human rights 
throughout their global value chains.165  

(iii)	 An international, binding protocol (not voluntary)
needs to be introduced to manage all aspects 
of global resource extraction,to foster shared 
value creation and promote just transitions. Any 
new protocol needs to be mandatory along the 
entire minerals value chain so as to counter the 
opaque nature of CM value chains (from resource 
extraction, through processing and manufacturing, 
to the delivery of the final product). The protocol 
should build off the UN Principles to Guide Critical 
Energy Transition Minerals Towards Equity and 
Justice166 and other credible global frameworks and 
standards,  acknowledge uneven development, and 
there should be zero tolerance for violations.167

  
(iv)	 Protocols like the United Nations Sustainable 

Development License to Operate (SDLO)168 need to 
go further and make the approval of all extractive 
projects dependent on obtaining the Free, Prior and 
Informed Consent (FPIC) of impacted communities, 

aligning with the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). Therefore, 
communities that will be impacted by mining have a 
right to say no or, indeed, the right to say yes. 

(v)	 Evidence indicates that because there are so many 
‘good resource governance initiatives’ at different 
international, national and local levels (there are at 
least 70 frameworks and standards related to CM), 
the resource governance sector is characterised by 
confusion which compromises implementation, 
monitoring and accountability.169 As one research 
report notes, ‘the sheer number of these laws and 
schemes means that consolidation and coordination 
are desperately required’. It continues, ‘the sheer 
complexity of the current landscape is raising as 
many potential problems as it solves’’.170  

An international protocol should, therefore, gradually 
replace and strengthen the myriad voluntary and/or 
industry-driven  initiatives (e.g. Environmental, Social 
and Governance (ESG) frameworks, International 
Council on Mining and Metals initiatives and OECD 
Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Supply 
Chains of Minerals from Conflict-Affected and 
High-Risk Areas) that are supposed to ensure that 
mining and mineral processing is undertaken in 
ways that are not socially and environmentally 
harmful. These voluntary schemes need to be 
improved, and in some cases replaced because an 
overwhelming amount of evidence from SSA and 
elsewhere in the world illustrates that these voluntary 
schemes have a minimal and largely tokenistic 
impact on good governance (the ongoing crises in 
resource governance in Africa is clear proof of their 
failure). Research indicates that transnational 
corporations and oftentimes host governments 
implement such voluntary schemes (if at all) 
to the barest possible extent to try and avoid 
reputational damage and operational delays.171 

(vi)	 The United Nations should create and enforce 
a global system of environmental regulations. 
This system should create internationally binding 
regulations concerning how EIAs are conducted, and 
how compliance with them should be undertaken, 
including enforcement mechanisms. Public 
participation should be at the core of these regulations. 
There should be zero tolerance for violations. Funds 
for such an agency to be derived from the profits of 
transnational corporations and/or governments along 
the lines of the ‘polluter pays’ principle.

While the transformation of the global economy and its political institutions and  
the deepening of accountable governance in Africa are longer-term goals and are 
the only ones which will deliver true justice to Africans, there are many policies and 
initiatives that can be strengthened or instituted now which will assist Africa in trying  
to maximise the benefits of the CM boom.
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(vii)	 Both the AMV and the AGMS need to be reformed to 
make them binding on member states. In addition, 
binding commitments to FPIC and global no-mining 
zones should be included in both. 

(viii)	It is worth noting that there are countries where a lot 
of lithium is located on the territories of indigenous 
peoples and wetlands. In such cases, it is necessary 
to protect the interests of the indigenous people and 
vital ecosystems. Countries in SSA that individually 
or collectively dominate the global supply of 
specific CM could also consider forming strategic 
partnerships (cartels) that enable them to collectively 
set reasonable prices when extracting the CMs as a 
means by which to maximise the prices they receive 
for those minerals.181  

(ix)	 Africa should leverage its massive renewables 
potential to power the mining and processing of 
CM.182 This idea can be ‘sold’ to the Global North as 
part of its commitment to Climate Justice and as a 
means by which to avoid the mining and processing 
of CM with fossil fuels. The contradictory relationship 
between mining and processing CM with fossil fuels 
and the imposition of carbon border adjustments 
should be clear to institutions like the EU.

(x)	 African leaders must not accept false solutions 
to climate change, such as carbon credit markets 
(offsets), carbon capture and storage, nuclear power, 
and ‘clean coal’, in exchange for giving foreign states 
access to CM on the Continent. None of  
these false solutions will deliver a Just Transition  
on the Continent.183  

RECOMMENDATIONS AT AFRICAN STATE LEVEL
(i)	 African states need to recognise the importance 

of working together in strategic alliances to avoid 
being divided by bilateral agreements. To this end, 
African countries should be willing to recognise their 
respective strengths (comparative advantages) and 
weaknesses along value chains and act accordingly. 
For example, Guinea could supply bauxite to SSA 
countries with cheaper electricity costs for processing 
into aluminium. This aluminium could then be 
used by other states in SSA with more favourable 
conditions to manufacture solar PV panels.184

 (vii)	Working groups within credible organizations 
could lead the initiatives outlined above, so long as 
membership includes members of communities and 
civil society groups active in the resources sector.  

(viii)	ISDS mechanisms should never be able to prevent 
host countries from implementing comprehensive 
national and regional laws for due diligence, public 
participation, and benefit-sharing.172 Any existing 
treaties that prevent governments from acting in their 
interests must be renegotiated.  

(ix)	 Global mining Restricted Areas (sometimes called 
“No-Go Zones”) must be demarcated and protected, 
including areas of significant cultural importance, 
protected areas, key biodiversity areas, high carbon 
areas, significant natural ecosystems, and critical 
water bodies. 

(x)	 Global political will needs to be generated to ensure 
that transnational corporations which dominate 
resource extraction in Africa (just Glencore and 
Anglo-American control approximately 65% of all 
mining in Africa) are fully held to account for any 
negative social, economic, and ecological impacts 
from their operations.173  

RECOMMENDATIONS AT AFRICAN  
CONTINENTAL LEVEL
(i)	 Regional cooperation (Pan Africanism), including 

preferential trade agreements, between African 
states is essential to the development of CM in Africa. 
This includes the development of collaborative 
economic and industrial policies. Such collaborative 
strategies will enable African states to trade CM 
between themselves and become competitive in 
the wider renewable energy value chain.174 Africa 
will only become competitive if states recognise 
their respective comparative advantages and work 
together. This regional cooperation needs to extend 
into all facets of resource extraction, from negotiating 
contracts right through to mine closure procedures. 
As experts note, ‘strategic alliances at the regional 
level structured around state–state conditionalities 
can prevent a race to the bottom’.175 Others argue 
that African countries should practise 'strategic non-
alignment’, which prioritises African needs, rather 
than picking sides in the current geopolitical rush 
for CM. This approach will enable Africa to choose 
‘the most developmental package of investment and 
value-addition’ from those being offered by global 
players, be they states or private companies.176   
 
 

(ii)	 Regional bodies like the AU (via AfCFTA), the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
and the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) need to foster much greater regional 
development, especially around resource extraction.

(iii)	 Given the critical importance of regional cooperation, 
more African states should join the AMSG.  

(iv)	 African states, and institutions such as the 
AU, should reach out to other nations in 
the Global South outside of Africa to share 
successful policies and best practices to create 
technological and political partnerships. 

(v)	 The African Development Bank and the Africa 
Finance Corporation need to divest from fossil fuels 
and direct funds allocated for energy exclusively 
into the development of renewable energy sources 
in Africa. In addition, they need to help resource 
the kinds of wider infrastructural development 
Africa needs to diversify its economies within the 
wider context of the Just Transition. As experts note, 
‘there is no scope for any country — even for African 
countries — to build fossil fuel-based societies’.179 

(vi)	 African states must ensure that they cooperate 
in terms of taxation arrangements and not try to 
individually attract foreign investment by lowering 
corporation taxes as this results in another ‘race to  
the bottom’.180 

The Problem of Bilateral Agreements – The 
emergence of bilateral agreements between 
individual African states and individual states 
seeking access to CM is seriously hampering 
attempts to foster regional cooperation. 
Dozens of bilateral agreements have already 
been signed between African states and 
other countries. For example, South Africa, 
Zambia and the DRC have committed to at 
least six bilateral agreements over CM, while 
China has signed eight bilateral agreements 
for CM with countries from SSA.177 This ‘lack 
of coordination and fragmentation among 
African countries has played in favour 
of global superpowers so far’ because 
African countries are weaker when they 
negotiate individually.178 Bilateral agreements, 
are of course, both a legacy of colonial 
relationships and of the vulnerability of 
individual African states within the current 
global economic structure. 

African Battery Mineral Value Chains and Lessons from the Lobito Corridor – Research 
indicates that Africa can develop battery mineral value chains (BMVC) for electric vehicles 
and large-scale battery storage systems. To do so Africa needs to build regionally integrated 
value chains because ‘no single country has all the natural resources necessary, and there 
are varying degrees of industrial capabilities between the most and least industrialized 
African economies’.185 Once again, the importance of African solidarity in the face of the CM 
boom is clear. 

In April 2022, the DRC and Zambia signed a bilateral agreement to develop a BMVC 
between. A few months later, the US signed a trilateral agreement with the DRC and 
Zambia to develop EV batteries in the DRC which was followed by a similar agreement 
between both countries and the EU. In 2023, a multi-billion-dollar agreement was signed 
between the US, the EU, the Africa Finance Corporation, African Development Bank, Angola, 
the DRC and Zambia to upgrade and extend Angola’s Benguela railway to Zambia with the 
goal of gaining direct access from the Atlantic to the wider region's cobalt and copper. 
Thus, what started out as a promising regional agreement, has turned into an international 
agreement with multiple stakeholders with a clear focus on the export market. These 
developments reveal Africa’s dependency on capital and technology from the Global North 
and show how power imbalances influence policy choices as the DRC and Zambia cannot 
possibly dictate terms in agreements of this nature.186 It also demonstrates that foreign 
interest in CM in the DRC and Zambia is not motivated by justice, but by geopolitical 
concerns over China’s control of the processing of CM into batteries.187 
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(ii)	 African states need to develop strong and accountable 
long-term domestic developmental and economic 
diversification policies to manage the rents which 
come from the minerals sector. These policies should 
clearly articulate long-term integrated developmental 
goals and indicate how the resources sector will be 
positioned within these policies to enable ‘Equitable 
Resource-based industrialisation’.

(iii)	 African states can further ‘Equitable Resource-based 
industrialisation’ in several ways:

a)	 Local Content – Several SSA states (e.g. Ghana, 
Liberia, Mozambique, South Africa) have 
introduced local content legislation which legally 
requires foreign mining companies to source 
goods and services from local companies and to 
employ local people. This initiative is designed 
to develop local upstream supply chains for the 
minerals sector (trucks, tyres, drills, belts, tools, 
catering, surveying, human resources, etc) and 
create local employment. Evidence indicates that 
if they are properly implemented and monitored, 
they can reduce competition from imported 
goods and services and boost local industries 
and create jobs.189 

	 As with all policies, however, their quality and 
enforcement are key. Critics have argued that 
in some instances local content requirements 
are unrealistic as some countries lack the 

local capacity to deliver the required goods 
and services, meaning that the enforcement 
becomes ‘loose’. Observers note, however, 
that this inability is oftentimes the result of 
‘international power relations in the extractive 
sector’ that favour established international 
suppliers over local suppliers. This is yet another 
example of the unfair terms of trade that 
negatively impact Africa’s desire to industrialise. 
Others note that local content requirements have 
been used to facilitate corruption, as politically 
connected companies get awarded contracts as 
opposed to those most able to deliver.192 

	 Suggested solutions to these problems 
include legally compelling foreign mining 
companies to help capacitate local 
companies and train local people so that 
full advantage can be taken of such content 
laws.193 Whether international mining companies 
should shoulder these types of responsibilities 
which are traditionally the preserve of the state is 
debatable. One solution which will be beneficial, 
is for African countries to recognise local content 
from other African countries. 

b)	 Local Ownership Requirements – Several 
African countries have recently passed 
legislation increasing the amount of local 
ownership/equity in mines.194  

	 This policy ensures resource rich countries 
receive a higher percentage of the income 
from the mineral resources. However, simply 
increasing the local ownership stake does 
nothing to improve the weak governance of 
resources and may, in fact, simply mean that 
more resources get ‘captured’. Until rents from 
mining are used more effectively towards 
developmental outcomes little will come from 
simply increasing equity stakes.

c)	 Export Bans – Numerous SSA countries have 
introduced export bans on primary products in 
the interests of seeing them processed to varying 
degrees before export so as to capture more 
of the CM value chain. For example, Namibia 
and Zimbabwe have banned the export of raw 
lithium, while Nigeria and Ghana have banned 
the export of unprocessed ores completely. 

	 While these bans could potentially result in 
African states moving up the supply chain there 
are potential problems. Export bans are easily      
sidestepped if enforcement is weak or simply 
absent. For example, lithium is still exported 
from Zimbabwe in raw form due to corruption, 
while it is also being stockpiled in Zimbabwe 
because low lithium prices and a lack of energy 
access are discouraging foreign companies from 
investing in local processing.195 

	 In addition, bans do not lessen the reliance of 
African states on foreign companies or states 
for CM processing. Unless local entities are 
directly involved in processing, export bans 
do not necessarily increase resource rents.196 

For example, while Guinea has banned the 
export of bauxite, it is entirely reliant on foreign 
companies to invest in and build processing 
facilities to turn bauxite into aluminium..

d)	 Sovereign Wealth Funds – The establishment of 
sovereign wealth funds with clear developmental 
agendas and accountable management can 
benefit resource rich countries.  For example, a 
contributory factor to Botswana’s avoidance of 
the worst of the resource curse has been its Pula 
Fund, which currently manages $3.5 billion, and 
has been used for long-term investments outside 
of the resources sector.197  
 

Chile has an ‘Economic and Social Stabilisation 
Fund’ which determines how much the 
government can spend of its mining revenue on 
present needs and on long-term infrastructure 
projects. The Fund also helps with mineral 
price volatility by using surplus revenues 
gained from high prices to compensate when 
prices are low.198

   
(iv)	 African countries need to develop strong and 

unambiguous commitments to develop utility-
scale renewable energy to close the energy gap 
in Africa and to power ‘Equitable Resource-based 
industrialisation’. Experience from South 
Africa has shown that unless renewable 
energy policies are pursued consistently 
both the deployment of renewable energy, 
and the manufacturing of renewable energy 
components fails. For example, it is estimated that 
for the manufacturing of blades for wind turbines 
to be economically viable in an African country, an 
order commitment of at least 4 000MW over five years 
is required.199

(v)	 In the interests of transparency and accountability 
all African states should join the Extractive 
Industries Transparency Index to improve mineral 
governance frameworks.

(vi)	 African states need to accelerate their efforts to 
formalise ASM. 

(vii)	 Individual country development banks, such as 
South Africa’s Development Bank of Southern Africa, 
need to divest from fossil fuels and direct funds 
allocated for energy generation exclusively into the 
development of renewable energy. The same goes 
for African export credit agencies and state-owned 
industrial development corporations. 

(viii)	African states need to recognise the key role that 
civil society organisations play in both the mineral 
resources and energy sectors in terms of engaging 
with Indigenous Peoples and local communities, 
and in holding companies and states accountable. 
The existence of free and vibrant civil society 
organisations, where women are equal partners, are 
a crucial ingredient in the realisation of ‘Equitable 
Resource-based industrialisation’ within the context 
of the Just Transition. 

8

LOBITO CORRIDOR INTRODUCTION

LOBITO CORRIDOR INVESTMENT PROMOTION AUTHORITY

The 30-year concession is extendable an
additional 20 years to 50 years if the consortium
builds a branch line connecting Luacano and
Jimbe with a total length of 161 miles (i.e., 259
kilometers) which would cost around $1 billion
according to some estimates. It is planned that
1,555 wagons and 35 locomotives will be added for
the Angolan side of the corridor alone as part of
the current agreement. 

Towards the end of 2023, the governments of
the United States of America and the European
Union, took significant measures to support the
advancement of the Lobito Corridor. On
September 9, the governments made a joint
statement announcing support for the corridor
and that a Greenfield Rail Line Feasibility Study
would be commissioned to explore establishing a
new rail line from Angola through Zambia’s

Copperbelt region. The feasibility study is
expected to begin by the end of 2023 and take
six months to complete. The rail extension
project through Zambia is planned to conclude in
five years by 2029. 

On October 26, 2023, delegates from the U.S.,
E.U., AfDB, and AFC signed a Lobito Corridor
extension MoU where the parties agreed to
cooperate under the shared vision. This is on the
back of the governments of Angola, the DRC, and
Zambia signing an MoU between themselves in
January to cooperate and harmonize relevant
regulations. The African Development Bank has
stated that in total $1.6 billion is required for all
the works envisaged, and that it was prepared to
contribute $500 itself and lead the process to
raise the rest.

Figure 7: The Lobito Development Corridor188 
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Conclusion
In September 2023, the ninety-year-old South African Institute 
for International Affairs (SAIII), an organisation not known for 
its radicalism, published a report on CM in the SADC region. In 
this report it argued:

… reimagining raw material sourcing is 
essential, considering resource availability 
and technological capabilities. This 
includes exploring alternatives to scarce 
or environmentally detrimental materials 
and embracing sustainable extraction and 
recycling practices … restructuring society 
is crucial to reflect a new social contract 
that encompasses our understanding of 
the environment, energy, resources and 
our relationships with one another. This 
transformation necessitates a systemic 
approach that integrates scientific and 
engineering advancements, improved 
education and communication, and 
adherence to the principles of the rule of 
law and human rights.200 

That such a progressive and transformative statement 
appears in a SAIIA report shows how urgent the need is to 
fundamentally change the way that minerals are extracted in 
Africa. The statement above contrasts starkly with numerous 
reports on CM in Africa that acknowledge that the ‘mistakes 
of the past’ cannot be repeated but then put their faith in the 
very same ‘solutions’ and technocratic processes, such as ESG 
Frameworks, which have done next to nothing to prevent the 
ongoing brutal exploitation of Africa’s minerals. It is patently 
obvious that systemic reform on many fronts is necessary 
if Africa is to fully and sustainably realise the benefits of its 
CM and pursue a genuinely just, Just Transition. To do so, 
African leaders need to take responsibility for their historical 
failings and renew the social contract with the people of Africa. 
Concomitantly, and critically, the Global North must provide 
the financial and technological resources for this transition, 
not as charity but as a moral responsibility.201  
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