
 A century ago, Henry Ford was so obsessed with the security of supply of 
materials he needed to manufacture his Model Ts, he bought the coal mines, 
the railcars, the timberlands, the sawmills, the glassworks and even the 
freighters that kept Ford Motor Co. factories humming. History, it would seem, 
is about to repeat itself. The reason is that supply chain issues go far beyond 
the much-publicized shortage in computer chips, and include little-known raw 
materials including Molybdenum -a transition metal which you just might 
remember from high school Chemistry class as the 42nd element on the 
Periodic Table. Also in high demand is Cobalt, an essential component of 
lithium-ion batteries needed to power electric vehicles. This makes 
automakers beholden to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) 
-formerly Zaire, where 75 percent of the world’s cobalt is mined, and to China 
whose state-owned companies dominate the metal’s production in that 
country. Chinese companies already account for more than half of the DRC’s 
cobalt production, and that figure would be 90 percent if Switzerland’s 
Glencore would sell its mines to them. 

Earlier this month, China’s largest battery company CATL took a significant 
stake in the DRC’s largest mine in Kisanfu. This deal sent a minor shockwave through the auto industry, and showed that a battery maker was 
so concerned with the security of Cobalt supply that it actually bought into a mine that will produce much of that supply. This move to vertical 
integration guarantees its own supply, while depriving its competitors of it. Ownership also provides a hedge in case prices rise, which they have, 
as Cobalt is up 50 percent since the start of this year. 

For non-Chinese battery and electric vehicles (EV) makers, China’s near lock on 
the global Cobalt market presents a potential nightmare. In response EV makers 
including market-leader Tesla have been reducing the amount of Cobalt in their car 
batteries, but the metal cannot be eliminated -not until a breakthrough technology 
is developed. At the same time, EV production is soaring. Estimates for EV 
production is that sales would rise by a compound annual rate of 30 percent for 
next  decade, reaching more than 30 million cars by 2030. 

In other words, demand for Cobalt will be relentless, and there is no easy fix. Lack 
of raw materials is not constraining chip production -manufacturing bottlenecks are, 
and they can be fixed. But EV companies can’t conjure up extra Cobalt supplies 
out of thin air. This may force Western automakers to make radical corporate 
moves. Glencore is already supplying Cobalt directly to EV and battery makers, 
cutting out the middlemen. To ensure even greater security of supply, they might 
have to do what CATL did -take a stake in a Cobalt mine. So a business called 
Glencore-Volkswagen or Glencore-Ford may not be out of the question, just as is 
wasn’t when automobile pioneer Henry Ford owned every part of the manufacturing 
process that gave the world the affectionately named Tin Lizzie (you could get it in 
any colour you wanted said Ford -as long as it was black!)

This could be a game changer for the 
DRC too -a desperately poor African 
nation that as recently as 15 years ago, 
was nei ther Democrat ic , nor a 
Republic. It’s Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) is just $500 per citizen, placing it 
near the bottom of all economies on 
Earth (178th out of 195 countries that 
make up the world economy). Canada, 
by way of context has a GDP of 
$46,100 per person and is ranked 17th 
in the world. High demand for Cobalt 

could lift millions of Congolese out of poverty, a long-over due eventuality, as the DRC is widely 
considered to be the richest country in the world regarding natural resources. It’s untapped deposits 
of raw materials are estimated to be worth in excess of U.S. $24 Trillion dollars. More than enough to 
buy every one of its 87 million citizens a new Tesla!

Be safe, be well!
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