
Cobalt: The Making of a Mining Superpower

In recent years, cobalt has emerged as a vital resource for various industries,
making it a key player in the global market. With its remarkable properties and
extensive applications, cobalt mining has transformed several countries into
mining superpowers. This article delves into the intriguing journey of cobalt,
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exploring its significance, the rise of major players, and the challenges that lie
ahead.

Understanding Cobalt's Significance

Cobalt, an essential component in lithium-ion batteries, plays a critical role in
powering electric vehicles (EVs) and renewable energy storage systems. As the
demand for EVs and clean energy solutions increase, the global appetite for
cobalt continues to grow exponentially. This surge has facilitated the emergence
of cobalt-rich nations as influential forces in the mining sector.
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One of the primary factors driving cobalt's popularity is its thermal and chemical
resistance. Combined with its ability to maintain exceptional mechanical strength
at high temperatures, cobalt is widely used in aerospace, defense, and the
production of superalloys. These properties make it an indispensable element in
the manufacturing industry.

The Rise of Cobalt Mining Superpowers
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1. The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC)

The DRC holds the title of being the world's largest cobalt producer, accounting
for over 60% of global production. Abundant deposits and cost-effective mining
methods have allowed the DRC to dominate the cobalt market. However, this
dominance has been plagued by controversies surrounding unethical mining
practices, labor exploitation, and environmental concerns.

2. Australia

Australia has emerged as a major player in the cobalt market due to its vast
reserves and advanced mining capabilities. With a strong focus on responsible
mining practices and worker safety, Australia has gained recognition for its ethical
approach to the cobalt industry. This has attracted international investment,
propelling the nation towards becoming a global mining superpower.

3. Canada

Canada boasts significant cobalt deposits, particularly in the province of Ontario.
Leveraging advanced technologies and sustainable mining practices, Canadian
mining companies have become major contributors to the global cobalt supply
chain. Their commitment to environmental protection and community
engagement has positioned Canada as a prominent player in the mining industry.

Challenges on the Horizon

Despite the promising trajectory of cobalt mining superpowers, several
challenges threaten their continued growth and success.

1. Environmental Impact



The cobalt mining process, just like any other mining activity, can have
detrimental effects on the environment. Deforestation, water pollution, and soil
degradation are some of the concerns associated with cobalt extraction. To
maintain their prominence, mining superpowers must prioritize sustainable
practices and invest in technologies that minimize environmental harm.

2. Ethical Mining Practices

The cobalt industry has faced severe criticism for unethical labor practices,
including child labor and exploitative working conditions in certain regions.
Upholding ethical mining standards is not only crucial for maintaining a positive
brand image but also for ensuring the well-being of mining communities.
Transparent supply chains, stringent regulations, and responsible sourcing are
essential for addressing these challenges.

3. Alternative Technologies

The rapid advancements in battery technologies and the exploration of alternative
materials pose a potential threat to cobalt's dominance. The development of
cobalt-free batteries or batteries with reduced cobalt content could impact the
demand for cobalt, altering the dynamics of the global market. Mining
superpowers must be prepared to adapt and diversify their product offerings to
stay ahead.

The Future of Cobalt Mining

As governments worldwide commit to reducing carbon emissions and
transitioning to cleaner energy sources, cobalt's significance is unlikely to
diminish anytime soon. However, the industry's future heavily depends on
embracing sustainable practices, ethical mining operations, and advancements in
technology. By overcoming the challenges ahead with responsible mining and



embracing innovation, cobalt mining superpowers can solidify and expand their
position in the global market.

Cobalt has emerged as a mining superpower, fueling the growth and
development of various industries. With its remarkable properties and diverse
applications, cobalt continues to play a crucial role in shaping the clean energy
revolution. However, the journey towards sustainability and responsible mining
practices is vital to secure the long-term success of cobalt mining superpowers
and to address the challenges that lie ahead.
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The world is desperate for cobalt. It drives the proliferation of digital and clean
technologies. But this “demon metal” has a horrific present and a troubled history.

The modern search for cobalt has brought investors back to a small town in
Northern Canada, a place called Cobalt. Like the demon metal, this town has a
dark and turbulent history. 
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The tale of the early-twentieth-century mining rush at Cobalt has been told as a
settler’s adventure, but Indigenous people had already been trading in metals
from the region for two thousand years. And the events that happened here —
the theft of Indigenous lands, the exploitation of a multicultural workforce, and the
destruction of the natural environment — established a template for resource
extraction that has been exported around the world. 

Charlie Angus reframes the complex and intersectional history of Cobalt within a
broader international frame — from the conquistadores to the Western gold rush
to the struggles in the Democratic Republic of Congo today. He demonstrates
how Cobalt set Canada on its path to become the world’s dominant mining
superpower.
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