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Issue 
Understanding the future availability of minerals requires a global perspective. World industrialization, 

urbanization, and population growth are driving demand for minerals and metals. Renewable, clean 

energy, and even some conventional energy demand is expected to increase significantly in the coming 

decades – placing even more emphasis on supply, security, and environmental impact issues.   

With a renewed emphasis on clean energy and electric vehicle technologies, competition for minerals will 

grow. It is essential to know where deposits are located, the technologies necessary for production, and 

the costs of producing and transporting the products to consumers. As mining companies look to maintain 

or increase their operating capabilities and mineral resource bases, the search for commodities expands 

beyond developed terrestrial regions of the world, including marine resources. (Figure 1) Operating 

challenges in these locations include finding skilled workers, building infrastructure, improving recovery 

technologies and practicing sustainable development. 

 

Background 
The world’s population is expected to increase by 25% from 7.7 to nearly 10 billion by 2050.i Although 

birth rates and population growth are expected to level off by 2100 at around 10.9 billion, urbanization is 

increasing substantially. As populations grow, infrastructure needed to serve demands for reliable power, 

transportation, housing, clean water, and sanitation increase the need for minerals. In addition, as these 

populations transition to clean energy sources, the demand for copper, nickel, cobalt and manganese 

increase.   

Many countries rely on income from the mining industry, a key employer, to support their national 

economies. In Chile, for example, mining accounts for 10% of GDPii, while mining in Peru contributes 10% 

and 60% of its exports.iii    In Australia, mining accounted for 10 % of GDP in 2020.iv   

Rising prices and terrestrial depletion of many industrial commodities point to a growing interest in 
locating and developing mineral resources under the ocean, covering about 70% of the Earth’s surface. 
The potential for commercial minerals per unit area in the oceans and seabed appear to be similar to that 
of the terrestrial lands.  Thus, almost ¾ of the global mineral resources are in, or under, the sea and are 
virtually untapped.  

Half of the global seabed minerals are now controlled by nations within their Exclusive Economic Zones 
and the other half by the United Nation’s International Seabed Authority as a common heritage of 
humankind.     Regulations governing deep-sea mining will take longer to finalize due to the global 
pandemic, creating uncertainty for companies looking to mine the sea bed for metals, including cobalt 
and nickel used in electric vehicles and other technologies.  Seabed mining is not allowed until the 
regulations are finalized.v 
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Figure 1 – Marine Mineral Deposits Worldwide.  Source: BGR
vi 

Significant international mineral discoveries have been hampered by increasingly competitive exploration 

costs in sometimes hostile geographic and political environments. Discoveries are often followed by ever 

increasing costs of environmental regulations, land acquisition, government controls, future reclamation 

needs and remote area infrastructure development.  

Resource nationalism is also on the rise, and is spreading to top mining countries in the world, including 

North America, Latin America, Europe and Asia.   The trend involves possible renegotiation of contracts, 

dramatic increases in taxes and royalties, and even outright nationalization of assets.vii  

This trend could further threaten mineral supply chains, especially here in the United States, given our 

nation’s increasing reliance on minerals produced in other countries. Despite reserves of some 78 

important mined minerals, the U.S. currently attracts only 11% of worldwide exploration dollars, 

compared with 20% in 1993.     

Declining U.S. Share of Worldwide Exploration Spending, 2020viii 
 

 

The U.S. is also increasingly reliant on foreign sources of critical and strategic minerals important to 

national and economic security.  In fact, imports made up more than one-half of the U.S. apparent 

consumption for 46 nonfuel mineral commodities, and the United States was 100% net import reliant for 

17 of those. Of the 35 minerals or mineral material groups identified as “critical minerals” published in 

the Federal Register on May 18, 2018 (83 FR 23295), 14 of the 17 mineral commodities with 100% net 
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import reliance were listed as critical minerals, and 14 additional critical mineral commodities had a net 

import reliance greater than 50% of apparent consumption, as shown below.ix   

 

 
The increasing import reliance not only threatens America’s national security, it will also hinder the 

transition to a clean energy future.   The World Bank reports that xthe production of graphite and lithium 

and cobalt, would need to increase nearly 500% by 2050, to meet demand. It estimates that over 3 

billion tons of minerals and metals will be needed to deploy wind, solar and geothermal power.”xi 

Recycling will only be able to meet a portion of this demand. Thus, it will be necessary to continue to 

produce minerals from new and existing mining operations indefinitely.xii 

SME Statement of Technical Position 

 Mining companies must engage their international communities to obtain and maintain their 
“social license to operate” and build grassroots support in order to be successful. 
 

 In 1995, the U.S. was 100% import dependent for 8 of 47 minerals. In 2020, the U.S. was 100% 
import dependent on 17 of 46 minerals.  

 

 Given the vast importance of these and other minerals to crucial energy supplies, the U.S. must 
work to increase domestic mining and explore world-wide terrestrial and seabed mineral 
exploration, development, production and consumption. 
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 It must also work to augment mineral import supply chains by reducing our dependence on 
critical, rare earth and other minerals from adversary nations. 

 

i World Population Prospects 2019 at 1, United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 

Division; https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_Highlights.pdf 

 
ii Department of Commerce, International Trade Administration, Chile Country Commercial Guide 

https://www.trade.gov/knowledge-product/chile-mining-and-minerals 

 

 
iii ITA, Peru Country Guide, https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/peru-mining-equipment-and-

machinery 

 
iv ITA, Australia Country Guide, https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/australia-mining 

 
v Source: Reuters News Agency, https://www.msn.com/en-my/news/us/u-n-deep-sea-mining-rules-unlikely-to-be-

completed-by-2023-deadline-latam-countries-say/ar-AAQ38Yi?ocid=BingNewsSearch 

 
vi https://www.whymap.org/EN/Themen/MarineRohstoffforschung/Erkundung-mariner-mineralischer-Rohstoffe/erkundung-

mariner-mineralischer-rohstoffe_inhalt_en.html 

 
vii https://www.mining.com/resource-nationalism-on-the-rise-in-top-mining-countries-

report/?_thumbnail_id=1050362 

 
viii Source: S&P Global, September 2020, National Mining Association 

 
ix Source: USGS, Mineral Commodity Summaries 2021, at 7; 

https://pubs.usgs.gov/periodicals/mcs2021/mcs2021.pdf 

National Mining Association Minerals: America’s Strength www.nma.org 

 

 
xi https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/extractiveindustries/brief/climate-smart-mining-minerals-for-climate-action 

 

 
xii https://www.mmsa.net/pdfs/RecyclingFactSheet101521.pdf 
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