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Australia ups
stake 1In rare
earths supply

BY ANTHONY FENSOM

Australian miners and Western governments
are scrambling to invest in rare earths amid
a renewed push to break China’s
stranglehold on the sector.
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WITH THE AUSTRALIAN
Government declaring that
it is ‘in it to win it’, the race
is officially on to develop

a Western rare earths
supply chain.

‘Rare earth elements
are critical to the world’s
decarbonisation drive and
net zero targets,’ says Ionic
Rare Earths Managing
Director Tim Harrison.

‘These strategic raw
materials are indispensable for electric vehicles (EVs),
wind turbines and other clean energy applications.
Australian miners have a critical role to play in driving
their development globally and creating a secure
closed-loop supply chain.’

Signs of the industry’s growing maturity
include attention from one of the biggest names in
Australian mining.

In April 2024, Australian mining entrepreneur Gina
Rinehart hit the headlines with her acquisition of a
5.8 per cent stake in Lynas Rare Earths, described as the
world’s only significant producer of separated rare earth
materials outside China.

The Lynas investment followed Rinehart’s acquisition
of a similar stake in United States—based MP Materials,
which operates the only integrated rare earth mining
and processing site in North America. Rinehart’s
Hancock Prospecting also holds a 5.8 per cent stake
in Brazilian Rare Earths, and 10 per cent of Northern
Territory—based Arafura Rare Earths.

‘The escalating demand for rare earth metals,
projected to more than double by mid century,
underscores their critical role in the transition to a
low-carbon economy,” Hancock Prospecting says.

‘According to the International Energy Agency,
demand for rare earth elements is expected to reach
three to seven times current levels by 2040.’

Brett Lynch, Executive Chairman,
lonic Rare Earths

GOVERNMENT SUPPORT
Government support has been ramping up, too. In
March 2024, the federal government announced an
$840-million package of loans and grants to help
Arafura develop the nation’s first combined rare earths
mine and refinery near Alice Springs, with construction
expected to commence in the second half of 2024.
Further support was announced in the May 2024
Budget, including a $7-billion production credit over the
coming decade to support critical minerals processing in
Australia, and $500 million for critical minerals projects.
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The government has also used its foreign investment
powers strategically. In June 2024, Treasurer
Dr Jim Chalmers moved to force Chinese investors to
divest their stake in Northern Minerals, which aims
to build Australia’s first heavy rare earths mine in
Western Australia.

Other anticipated Australian projects include Iluka
Resources’ Eneabba rare earths refinery in Western
Australia, which is expected to be commissioned in
2026. Also in Western Australia, Hastings Technology
Metals is advancing its Yangibana rare earths project,
with early infrastructure works completed in June 2024.

In a move described as ‘breaking the Chinese
monopoly on heavy rare earths’, Lynas announced in
June 2024 plans to produce its first separated heavy
rare earth products in Malaysia in calendar year 2025,
with the ore sourced from its Mount Weld mine in
Western Australia.

PRICE RISE

In its February 2024 half-year presentation, Lynas
reported growing market demand for rare earths, with
demand for neodymium and praseodymium 45 per cent
higher in 2023 than in 2019. Its market growth
projections require current supply to grow by 81 per cent
by 2035 to meet forecast demand.

Despite this, analysts at Benchmark Mineral
Intelligence (BMI) have stressed the importance of
higher prices or government support in fostering an
ex-China supply chain.



‘There is great policy support from the United States
and Australia, but ex-China realised prices need to grow,
or the economics of these projects needs to be otherwise
augmented for the market to develop, and for critical
mineral supply chains to be more geopolitically secure,’
BMI Analyst Daan de Jonge said in a 30 April report.

BMI projects that China’s share of refined rare earths
will fall to 77 per cent by 2030, compared to 81 per cent
this year, while its share of mined supply is seen
declining to 60 per cent from 71 per cent currently.

Offtake agreements are seen as crucial in supporting
projects without Chinese backing. As examples, Arafura
Rare Earths has secured offtake agreements with
automakers Hyundai and Kia, as well as wind turbine
producer Siemens Gamesa Renewable Energy, while MP

Materials has a long-term supply deal with General Motors.

‘If you want an ex-China market, this is exactly
what’s needed,” de Jonge says.

GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAIN
One company focused on developing a global supply
chain is Melbourne-based Ionic Rare Earths.

The company has rapidly assembled its own
rare earth elements supply chain across the United
Kingdom, Africa and South America, aiming to become
a miner, refiner and recycler of sustainable and
traceable magnet and heavy rare earths.

Under a partnership between Ionic, United
Kingdom-based Less Common Metals and Ford
Technologies, recycled magnets would be delivered
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to Ford Motor Company’s drive train facility in the
United Kingdom, supporting its European Union (EU)
EV production.

Following successful demonstration plant production
at its Belfast magnet recycling facility, Ionic is targeting
commercial-scale production by 2026, supported by
initiatives such as the European Critical Raw Materials
Act, which has set a target for 25 per cent of the EU
supply chain to be sourced from recycling by 2030.

‘We are priming the pump on the supply chain
through recycled, high-purity, separated magnet REOs
that can supply directly into new supply chains and
meet targets set by Western governments,’ Ionic’s
Harrison says.

Ionic is also progressing a new Western supply chain
of magnet and heavy rare earth elements through its
recently commissioned demonstration plant at Makuutu
in Uganda. It has also taken an interest in the rapidly
growing Brazilian rare earths market, announcing
a joint venture with Viridis Mining and Minerals in
April 2024 aimed at constructing a refinery and magnet
recycling facility using Ionic’s separation technology.

‘We’'re literally climbing Mount Everest as we build
this new supply chain - building a business rather than
focusing on the traditional mining mainstays of tonnes
and grade,’ says Ionic’s Executive Chairman Brett Lynch.

For Australia’s emerging rare earth miners,
building new markets and supply chains could be
crucial in securing a stake in this key industry for the
new economy. A
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