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The last few months have seen a flurry of actions by countries aiming to capture more economic activity
within their borders, including in relation to the mid- and downstream of mineral value chains. The U.S.
has announced an investigation that could lead to tariffs on processed mineral imports. In response to
U.S. tariffs on other imports, China has restricted rare earth mineral exports. The EU has announced the
first tranche of strategic mineral processing projects in Europe that will receive support under its Critical
Raw Materials Act. Given the flurry of activity, a casual observer may get the impression that these
government policy actions around mineral value chains are new and only the result of recently increasing
trade conflicts. But they are also the latest in a series of actions by various countries aimed at establishing
or strengthening their position within mineral value chains.

To support policymaking on mineral value addition in mineral-producing countries, including to provide a
better understanding of the competitive landscape, we have surveyed the policies that governments have
adopted in recent years. We have focused on the copper, lithium and nickel value chains and identified
123 policies adopted by different countries up to April 2025 that target these value chains (see below for
further details on our methodology.)

High-Income Countries are Using More Tools to Support Mineral Value Addition

High-income mineral-producing countries—including Australia, Canada, European Union (EU) member
states and the U.S.—have adopted considerably more value addition policies than low- and middle-income
countries. The average high-income producer country has introduced five policies during the surveyed
period, while the average middle-income country (excluding China) has introduced two policies and the
average low-income country has introduced only one. China’s policy toolkit is difficult to fully assess due
to information challenges, but the country has implemented active industrial policies to support its mineral
value chains since the 1980s. High-income non-producing countries have also been active in the past five
years. Countries such as France, Germany, Japan, South Korea and the U.K. have introduced an average of
five policies in the past five years.

While counting policies has limitations, this greater activity by high-income countries reflects the multi-
pronged strategies that many are pursuing. Most policy instruments can be broadly categorized as
restrictions and penalties, incentives or enablers (for more on the different categories of policies see here.)
During the period under consideration, high-income countries and China predominantly used incentives
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and enablers (though, as noted above, China introduced export restrictions for several minerals other than
copper, lithium and nickel.)

Many of these high-income country policies involve the use of public funds to, among other things:
provide direct financial support to value addition facilities in the form of grants, concessional loans,
subsidies and sovereign guarantees; invest in energy and transport infrastructure; establish training
programs to fill skills gaps; invest in research and development to encourage innovations that could
provide a competitive advantage; and stockpile mineral supplies to ensure adequate supply for the
country’s mid- and downstream industries. For example, the U.S. has provided concessional loans to
several domestic projects including USD 700 million to a planned lithium refinery, the EU Commission has
committed funding of EUR 1.8 billion over the next two years to support European battery manufacturers
and Canada has set up a Critical Minerals Infrastructure Fund of CAD 1.5 billion to support projects across
the value chain. While we have not counted partnerships as policies, partnerships between high-income
countries have also been used to channel public funds to processing projects.

Figure 1
Copper, Lithium and Nickel Value Chain Policies Introduced by Countries of Different Income Status
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Note: For more on the categories of policies see NRGI, Six Keys to Unlocking Equitable Value Addition, 2024.

Source: Authors calculations based on IEA Policies and Measures Database, the OECD Inventory of Export Restrictions on
Industrial Raw Materials, the New Industrial Policy Observatory and the authors’ own research.

While low- and middle-income mineral producing countries benefit from access to minerals, their
generally greater infrastructure constraints and weaker industrial base constitute a disadvantage in
pursuing mineral value addition. A supportive policy environment is therefore particularly important for
such countries. However, given their greater financial constraints, middle- and low-income countries tend
to rely on restrictions and penalties, which may require less government spending to implement. Several
governments, including Nigeria and Tanzania, have started issuing mining licenses only to companies that
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commit to value addition. Other governments restrict the export of unprocessed minerals — such as
Indonesia, Namibia and Zimbabwe — or charge higher taxes on them.

Some low- and middle-income countries also have incentives and enablers in their toolkit. However, these
often come in the form of tax incentives or regulatory support rather than financial support. For example,
Madagascar offers a lower royalty rate for processed exports, Indonesia applies lower taxes to value
addition projects and the DRC, Zambia and Tanzania are establishing special economic zones. The DRC and
Zambia are also attempting to cooperate on developing a battery value chain. Colombia and Mexico have
established, or plan to establish, state-owned enterprises including to develop value chains.

The differences in the policies used by countries of different income status mirror a broader trend of high-
income countries pursuing more active industrial policies that tend to use public funding, while other
countries rely on trade restrictions. That said, high-income countries and China are increasingly also
considering restrictions on technology exports. For example, the Chinese government is currently
considering imposing export controls on lithium refining (and cathode) technologies.

The Policy Choice and Cost-Benefit Analysis

This competitive landscape of value addition policies underscores the need for mineral-producing
countries to adopt clear strategies grounded in robust economic feasibility and cost-benefit analysis to
develop domestic mid- or downstream activities. Such analysis is necessary to determine which projects
are feasible, desirable and a priority, and how the policy approach used to advance them may change that
calculus.

For countries without a clear comparative advantage, some policies are likely to be insufficient to
encourage value addition and may come at significant cost. Export restrictions on raw commodities, for
example, have rarely succeeded in increasing domestic processing—except in contexts where key success
factors, such as market power, are already present. More often, such measures have led to a decline in
mining activity, as illustrated by Indonesia’s contrasting experience with nickel and bauxite export
restrictions.

Incentives are likely to be more effective if sufficiently high to make projects commercially viable. However,
particularly for countries with constrained public finances, some incentives may carry opportunity costs
that outweigh the potential benefits of value addition. For example, NRGI analysis found that Ghana’s
pursuit of a lithium refinery could cost around $500 million in foregone government revenue from the
corresponding lithium mining project.

Some enabling measures, such as infrastructure investment, also involve trade-offs—but design choices
matter. For instance, shared use infrastructure may raise costs but still improve the cost-benefit calculus.
That said, not all enablers carry significant costs. Implementing effective regulatory frameworks for mid-
and downstream industries to manage environmental, social and corruption risks will be important for
attracting investment. Regional cooperation, though not without challenges, can also improve the
conditions for value addition.
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As governments work to identify and take advantage of strategic opportunities to move along the value
chain, they must account for the impact of the policy approach on the costs and benefits of value addition
and recalibrate as necessary. In cases where the short-term costs are high and long-term benefits are likely
limited, a government may better use its finite political capital, time or money on other ways that citizens
can benefit from their mineral wealth (for example, taxation of mining projects or supporting local
companies to supply goods and services to them.)

Beneficial Value Addition in Low- and Middle-Income Countries Should Receive External Support

Under current conditions, most low- and middle-income countries will struggle to meaningfully reduce the
inequities in copper, lithium and nickel value chains. China’s dominance of existing activity, along with the
industrial base and infrastructure already in place in high-income countries, gives both a substantial head
start in establishing new mid- and downstream activities.

This advantage is likely to be further reinforced by the limited effectiveness of penalties and export
restrictions, especially when compared to the spending-based policies that wealthier countries are
deploying.

However, accepting inequitable global mineral value chains would be unjust. It is also not even in the
interests of high-income countries and China. Geographic concentration of value chains increases the risk
of supply chain shocks (as emphasized recently by the IEA), particularly in an environment of increased
geopolitical competition. It is also likely to exacerbate public frustration in low- and middle-income
mineral producers, further increasing the risk of mineral supply disruptions and resulting in less global
cooperation on supply chain management and other issues such as the climate crisis. Value addition in
low- and middle-income countries can reduce costs and emissions from these industries under the right
conditions, leading to more efficient and greener value chains. Collaboration can therefore help high-
income countries compete as the world enters a new period of great power politics.

As a result, despite the recent turn inwards of some high-income countries and China, they should provide
support to low- and middle-income country efforts to develop mid- and downstream mineral-based
industries, where this aligns with mineral producer countries’ priorities and economic circumstances. This
could include financial or technical support, market access or carve-outs for any future technology export
restrictions. The EU’s recent designation of two processing projects in low- and middle-income countries—
a Brazilian nickel and cobalt refinery and a Zambian cobalt refinery—as Strategic Projects (under the
Critical Raw Minerals Act) is an encouraging development. However, with access to an advisory board on
financing being the main benefit currently offered to third-country strategic projects, it remains uncertain
how the EU will support their implementation and secure the necessary public and private funding.

High-income countries and China should also not distort global trade through high levels of financial
support to their own domestic industries. Nor should they prevent the reasonable use of industrial policies
of low- and middle-income countries. For example, some trade agreements have restricted trading
partners’ policy space to offer preferential prices to domestic facilities, while high-income country tariff
escalation on finished goods adds further barriers.
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As holders of a significant share of the world’s mineral reserves, low- and middle-income countries can
leverage this position to increase their chances of securing external support. That said, policymakers in
these countries should recognize that development partners are likely to only support projects that are
already nearly viable—for example, projects that would proceed with the help of a concessional loan to
reduce the cost of capital or guaranteed offtake arrangements to increase bankability. Implementing a
policy framework that supports viable mineral value addition projects that align with their national
development plans therefore remains the critical first step for governments of low- and middle-income
countries.

Endnote

This article draws on data from the |EA Policies and Measures Database, the OECD Inventory of Export Restrictions on Industrial
Raw Materials, the New Industrial Policy Observatory and our own research. The survey covers 2019 to April 2025 for all
countries, with a deeper focus on NRGI program countries and other large producers of copper, lithium and nickel from 2010
onwards. We have not accounted for policies that are not specific to mineral value chains: for example, we have not surveyed
broader industrial policy that applies to several sectors. We have also only been able to account for different levels of policy
detail and implementation to a limited extent.
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