
\—fiw battle for critical minerals 
is playing out in eastern Congo 
The US' Strategic Part- 
nership Agreement with 
the DRC aims at ensur- 
ing secure, reliable, and 
mutually beneficial flows 
of copper and cobalt to 
the United States from 
the DRC, among others. 

BYROBERTMADOI 

he death of the M23 rebel group 
spokesperson, Willy Ngoma, on 
Tuesday in the restive eastern 
'Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DROhas trigeered asudden swirlingin 
avortexof what many considera forev- 
erwar 
‘Theability of the Congolese army 

(FARDC) to sustain—for days—drone 
strikes against their old enemy in 
Rubaya,North Kivu,after previously reg- 
istering—at best—fragile intermedi- 
ate. has roused debate. The ar- 

gumentStor and against have been dis- 
cussed under the rubric of a strategic 
‘mineral partnership meticulously tai- 
lored to have the US gain access to rare 
earth elements (REES) in the DRC. 

‘The presence of the M23 in Rubaya, 
‘which has proved extraordinarily du- 

rable, and the FARDCs recent repeat- 
ed shellingof the mineralrich area are 
neither a Freudian undercurrent nor a 
teasingmystery. 
Rubaya does the heavy lifting of the 
DRCS coltan production,estimated— 
‘pera 2023 dataset—to account for 40 
‘percent of the world's supply.The criti- 
cal mineral, whose market value is ex- 
pected to reach $1.93 million (shs6.91 

‘billion) the end of this year,is an essen- 

tial component for capacitors in smart- 
‘phones laptops,and advanced electron- 
icstisalsoindispensable tothe produc- 
tion of jet engines and military hard- 
ware. 

ispensable is coltan pro- 
ducion it raneof 53 ehers? 
‘The hard evidence shows that the re- 
belspiggyback their military operations 
on critical minerals and rare earths, es- 
pecially coltan. The rebels are thought 

Laborers dig 
atthe Rubaya 
coltan mine, 
inthe town of 
Rubaya, which 
is controlled 
byM23 rebels, 
inthe eastern 
Democratic Re- 
public of Congo, 
onMarch 24, 
2025.PHOTO/ 
REUTERS 

to understand illcit trade in critical 
minerals in a way that none before 
them has ever had. The control of the 
supplyline of coltanin Rubayahas been 
built with an iron grip. Thunderously 
hostile when one gets on their bad side, 
‘miners domiciled in the conflict-torr; 
province of North Kivu have learned 
howto bein the good graces of there- 
‘bels.As a result the llegal taxes M23 re- 
bels impose on the miners involved 
in the coltan trade yield an estimated 
‘monthly figure of $800,000 (Shs2.85 bil 
lion).Thisisanythingbut small beer. 

What is the geopolitical signifi- 
canceof Rubaya's coltan? 
Chinese and Rwandan players have 

been fingered in the Rubaya coltan sup- 
plychain,Thelnternational Peace Infor- 
‘mation Service (IPIS),an independent 
research institute, has previously point- 
ed out that artisanal miners are locked 
in 2 punishing embrace with Chinese 
‘buyers who refine coltan procured from 
Rubaya in China, They have also indi- 
cated that the critical mineral fromre- 
bel-controlled mines makes its way to 
Rwanda, where it is reportedly mixed 
with Rwandan-produced, certified min- 
erals to throw law enforcement officers 
offthe tral 

Whyis the interestin critical min- 
eralsandrareearthssointense? 
Critical minerals and rare earths are 

expected to be central—even founda- 
tional—to the next industrial revolu- 
tion. The revolution s underpinned by 
the shift toward green energy, the expo- 
‘nential growth in Al-driven robotics,the 
‘growing appetite for advanced defence 
kdmlngy,andandeclmm infrastruc- 
ture boom. Small wonder,the value of 
critical minerals and rare earths is ex- 
pectedtoincreasetenfold by2035. 
Sohow doesthe US comeintothe 
picture? 

It has been widely reported that the 
Usis desirous of curtailing China’s dom- 
inance of the DRC's mining sector. Be- 
sides coltan, the DRC teems with other 
critial,techvessential minerals,includ- 
ing cobalt, copper lithium, and tanta- 
Tum. 
The global energy transition has 

placed a premium on those aforesaid 
ritical minerals and rare earths Wash- 
ington is alive to the fact that Bejing 
controls upstream, midstream, and 
downstream processes involving the 
REEs.China's dominance of production 
is estimated to be north of 70 percent.It 
commands an even higher percentage 
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ralsand rare 
carthsare os- 
sential for 
ourmostad- 
vanced tech- 
nologiesand 
willonly be- 
comemore 
importantas 
Al robotics, 
batteries, 
andautono- 
‘mous devices 

transform 
ourecono- 
mies. Today, 
this mar- 
ketis highly 
concen- 
trated, lea- 
vingitatool 
of political 
coercion,” US 
State Dept. 

ofprocessing. 
‘The US'Strategic Partnership Az 

ment (SPA) with the DRCis therefor. 
tended to,in many respects, pull the 

out from under Chinas feet. Tuc ; 
the SPA is the Strategic Asset 
(SAR). This is an evolving list of 17 
gold assets,and unlicensed explorar, 
areas in the conflict-torn eastern Die, 
from which American companies 
ry-pick. 
Aquintessential quid pro quo,the p.. 

getsmilitary support forts cooperiy 
Likely the drones used to take ou 
ma and company. The recent torrey 
of rumours suggestive of Kinshasa b5, 
ing dangled the Rubaya coltan mine 
something of a significant catch s 
curiosityinamorment. 
‘The US State Department’s Februr, 

4fact sheet further points to the afor. 
mentioned quid pro quo. 
“Critical minerals and rare earths e 

essential for our most advanced tech. 
nologies and will only become morei. 
portantas Al,robotics,bateries,and 
tonomous devices transform our econ. ‘omies. Today,this market s highly con. centrated,leavingitatoolof political co- 
ercion and supply chain disruption,put. 
ting our core interests at risk. We- Al 
build new sources of supply,fostey 
e anrlabie tanepert and 18, 
tics networks, and transform the gl6b- 
al market into one that is secure,diver. 
sified,and resilient,end-to-end;"the fact. 
sheet reads. 
Adding of a memorandur of under 

standing (MoU) with Kinshasa: {1t} = 
flects the core objectives of the US-Dzc 
Strategic Partnership Agreement (52, 
by encouraging greater US investmer; 
in the DRC mining sector and pror 
ing secure,reliable, and mutually 
ficial flows of copper and cobalt to 
United States from the DRC™ 
What has the response to the Spy 
beeniike withinthe Great Lakesrs. 
gion? 
‘Besides being met with domestic b 

dles within the DRC itself the SP: s 
polarised the Great Lakes region. 0= 
‘position leaders within the DRC re 
the SPA makes the kind of pledze 
needs close and sceptical examin: 
Much of the criticism appears to 
beenaimedatthe fact that the dez! 
littleornoheed tothe fact that v 
dition processes to critical miners!: 
rare earths in Africastand locals i - 
stead.Itinstead pushes, ather rot 
forexportingraw minerals tothe 
Legal activists have also reacted 113 

consternation at the fact that the 
appears to violate DRC's sovere! 
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