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Policy Brief on Zimbabwe’s Lithium

Background
As Africa’s leading producer and the world’s fifth largest producer of lithium
carbonate,1Zimbabwe has a unique opportunity to be a significant player in the
global paradigm decarbonisation transition. As the energy landscape is
reshaping, lithium has emerged as the key mineral resource in intense demand.
Against this background, lithium is already being touted with different monikers
such as the “wonder metal”, “white gold”, “new oil”, “white petroleum.” First
discovered in 1817 by the Swedish John August Arfvedson, lithium is a soft
silvery-white lightest known solid metal which reacts vigorously with water.
This material is dominantly used in heat transfer applications such as in the
production of rechargeable batteries, welding and soldering rods, lubricants,
ceramics and glass making, pharmaceuticals, air treatment and catalysts. With
Zimbabwe currently having a single mine in full production mode, and several
in exploration and development stages, the country’s production figures are
most likely to burgeon in the near future. The country expects to get a revenue
of US$500 million per annum from lithium2. Fig 1 illustrates the country’s
global position in lithium production.

The current lithium producer, Bikita Minerals, has been in production since the
1940s. Recent demand for lithium is driving a high number of activities in the
country, mainly driven by Chinese investors. The country is projecting getting

1

BP Statistical Review of World Energy, 2019.
The president of Zimbabwe, Emmerson Mnangagwa said the country expects to get about US$ 500 million per
annum from lithium on the 17th of June 2022 during the commissioning of the Bikita Minerals plant.
2
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about US$500 million from the lithium sector annually 3. According to the
Bloomberg NEF, there is going to be a five-fold increase in the demand for
lithium by 2030. It projects that lithium-ion based batteries will be dominant up
to 2035.4 The leading usage or demand is going to be electric vehicles,
stationary storage, consumer electronics and industrial applications that include
the medical fields. The recent rise in lithium prices also bode well for producing
countries like Zimbabwe. The prices of lithium carbonate hit more than US$ 73
000 per tonne in the month of April 2022. Fig 2 below depicts the recent rise in
lithium prices per ton.

Despite Zimbabwe being a mineral rich geography, it has largely failed to
derive significant socio-economic benefits. Zimbabwe's current stocks of
lithium are derived from hard rock ores.5In other words, despite having
bountiful deposits of this in-demand mineral, realising positive socio-economic
outcomes is far from being assured.

3

This is according to the Deputy Minister of Mines and Mining Development in Zimbabwe as quoted in the 22
April Independent newspaper. https://www.theindependent.co.zw/2022/04/22/mines-rework-lithiumtargets-after-huge-deals/
4
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-05-25/lithium-the-hunt-for-the-wonder-metalfueling-evs
5
US Geological Survey, 2018.
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Fig 2 illustrates the current trajectory of lithium mining in the country.
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Threats and Opportunities
Zimbabwe is characterised by a range of structural factors which have
traditionally led to the underperformance of the mining sector, which also is
likely to be impactful on lithium if left unaddressed. Mining has always been a
strategic sector for Zimbabwe, is envisioned to contribute about US$12 billion

4
silveria hse lithium.indd 4

8/22/22 11:09:17 AM

Policy Brief on Zimbabwe’s Lithium

to the economy according to the government6. Despite its plentiful minerals,
predatory politics, the absence of a robust policy, institutional and legal
framework has contributed towards failure to realise socio-economic benefits in
the country. This brief offers policy thoughts and recommendations on ensuring
how the resource can serve as a crucial catalyst for sustainable development. To
realise full socio-economic benefits from lithium, a number of structural and
sector and specific challenges have to be addressed such as low levels of
exploration, limited value-addition, poor resource governance, limited financial
optimisation and socio-environmental handicaps.

1. Low levels of Minerals Exploration
For many years Zimbabwe has failed to conduct mineral exploration exercises
of significance, leading to others concluding that we are “underexplored.” The
last recognised exploration took shape in 19807, making the country rely on old
and inadequate geoscience information and data. The country’s peak years for
exploration were between 1960 and 1980. Absence of an up-to-date
geoformation particularly regarding lithium is a significant barrier to enhancing
domestic resource mobilisation. The use of modern exploration technologies
will unlock immense potential for the country. Minerals exploration is risky,
costly and time-consuming. It requires geosciences infrastructure such as
systems, data, machinery and expertise to do different stages of exploration. The
burgeoning demand for more lithium globally also requires high upfront
financial costs in related exploration activities in order to determine the
quantity, quality, location and varieties of the available deposits. Having a
reliable and accurate base of the lithium in the country will help attract more
investment in the sector, particularly on the mining side.

Policy Recommendations
! Tax Incentives-They can be in the form of mining exploration taxcredits, flow-through shares added to the Income Tax Act, income tax
credits, wavering of all exploration and development expenses, duty
waivers on equipment importation and or other incentives. Although they

6

Different government officials, and the Ministry of Mines and Mining Development has been talking
about the US$12 billion mining economy by 2023.
7
https://repository.up.ac.za/bitstream/handle/2263/73360/Samanga_Impact_2019.pdf?sequence=3

5
silveria hse lithium.indd 5

8/22/22 11:09:18 AM

Policy Brief on Zimbabwe’s Lithium

may reduce revenues in the short-term, they help to unlock even greater
value if the minerals in the country can be fully realised and mined.
! Setting-Up Exploration Joint Ventures: The government of Zimbabwe
can partner small or junior exploration firms in a bid to strengthen their
capacity to explore.
! Grants and financial support to exploration companies.

2. Limited Minerals Beneficiation and Value addition
Whereas the country is already the only leading player in lithium production on
the African continent, it is yet to further develop capacity within the midstream
and downstream segment of the value chain where there is a high concentration
of economic value. Midstream segment is often involved in the manufacturing
of anode, cathode, separator and electrolytes. Currently the country does not
have significant battery capacity8. Zimbabwe currency lacks a vibrant battery
manufacturing industry, and most of the cells being used are imported. In short,
there is limited expertise and intellectual capital to manufacture a range of
components vital in battery packs.
The downstream segment offers opportunities related to making batteries and
other products taken up by consumers. Several challenges militate against the
growth and development of value addition: limited local demand, technological
know-how, absence of supportive infrastructure and government policy
inconsistencies. Beneficiation and value addition are key cogs of
industrialisation, and the failure by the country to make significant strides in
beneficiation highlights the structural gaps in the country’s broader industrial
strategy.
Previous policy efforts such as Indigenisation and Economic Empowerment Act
(IEEA), ZimASSET and National Trade Policy (NTP) 2012-2016 and efforts to
increase local minerals beneficiation such as banning raw chrome and unrefined
gold exports have yielded little for the country. The provision of a Special
Economic Zone (SEZ) status to Prospect Resources’ points to the legislative
incentives towards building a lithium industry. Due to the above, Zimbabwe
has failed to maximise benefits from minerals in general and lithium in
particular. If done correctly, beneficiation offers many benefits that include
increased employment opportunities, growth and development of upstream and
8

Kathryn Goodenough, Eimear Deady and Richard Shaw (2021). Lithium resources, and their potential to
support battery supply chains, in Africa. British Geological Survey
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downstream industries, enhanced corporate social responsibility, expanded
fiscal base and growth of synergies.
Also midstream, downstream and side-stream investments (especially foreign
direct investments) are highly sensitive to the country’s policy conditions. For
the past two decades, the country’s domestic policy context has been volatile
and complex, a factor which dissuades investments in value-addition. Policies
that stimulate midstream and downstream investments are fundamental.

Policy Suggestions:
Promoting lithium beneficiation and value addition requires blending both the
political and economic realities. Beneficiation requires a proper alignment of a
range of capabilities such as finance, infrastructure, and local capabilities.
! Industrial Policy Improvement: Although the Zimbabwe National
Industry Development Policy (2019-2023) underlines the importance of
beneficiation, it hardly fully articulates what support measures will be put
in place for its realisation.
! Infrastructural Development: One fundamental piece for promoting
investments in the sector is to have sound economic infrastructure such as
water, energy, logistics and financial.
! A green economy thrust: An automotive industry policy shift aligned to
lithium growth and electric vehicles. Government needs to expedite the emobility policy framework it has been rumoured to have been realised
early 20229.
! Accelerating regional integration: It is critical for Zimbabwe to push
and support regional based industrialisation wherein, countries can pool
different comparative advantages. For example, the region may spearhead
a lithium battery industrial complex in the taking advantage of strengths
of other countries such as South African expertise, Botswana’s nickel,
Graphite from Mozambique and Titanium from Madagascar.
! Competitive tax-regime: That can include energy subsidies, tax rebates,
and tax cuts on lithium beneficiation processes such as investment areas
including energy storage systems, materials engineering, safe extraction,

9
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battery recycling, cell-chemistry, designing, maintenance and electrical
vehicles.
! Build for the end-of-life opportunity: The world's current lithium
mining production cannot meet the demand for lithium, making end-oflife batteries fundamental. These batteries can be reused, repurposed and
recycled using a range of approaches. The country may adopt something
similar to Germany’s Recycling Law, Battery Recycling Act, and Scrap
Automotive Recycling Act.
! Aim for global partnerships: It is crucial for the government to
accelerate trade engagements with key market leaders for lithium such as
China, Japan, Taiwan, India and South Korea.

3. Governance Gaps
Governments often act as the stewards of the country’s mineral wealth. The
value that has thus far derived from the extractives has not produced a fair and
far-reaching return to the state as can be seen in the country’s poor human
development outcomes. Not only that, even government officials have lamented
challenges related to tax evasion, illicit financial flows, corruption,
environmental damages and underreporting of activities. Unfortunately, the
country’s legal framework has largely failed to promote and enforce
transparency and accountability, particularly the outdated Mines and Minerals
Act [21:05]. The Mines and Minerals Act provides excessive power in the
hands of the presidency, and offers little with regard to beneficial ownership,
and places stiff requirements for small local would-be miners. Because of these
factors, the government has largely failed to harness significant revenue, a
factor which promotes good governance in the sector sine-qua-non. Major gaps
are present in the chain and include the awarding of mining rights, extraction
and regulation, collection of revenues, revenue management, expenditure of
revenue, judicial system, political neutrality, poor corporate governance
particularly in minerals parastatals and beneficial ownership opacity.
Without good governance and strong functional institutions, it will be difficult
for the country to realise significant broad-based socio-economic benefits from
lithium production. From a geostrategic standpoint, the absence of government
involvement in the production of lithium may be a major cause for concern.
Being a strategic mineral, the Zimbabwe Mining Development Corporation
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(ZMDC) is not making any known investments in lithium either individually or
through joint ventures.

Policy Suggestions:
! If Zimbabwe is to gain substantially from lithium, it has to have policies
that enforce increased transparency and accountability in the entire value
chain. This requires significant amendments to the Mines and Minerals
Act [21:05] to make it clear that information disclosure to mining
companies and the government is important.
! Reforming the Public Entities Corporate Governance Act [10:31].
! Reforming key minerals governance institutions (Zimbabwe Republic
Police, Zimbabwe Revenue Authority, Minerals Marketing Corporation
of Zimbabwe, Ministry of Mines and Minerals Development to make
them more compliant to legislation and less politicised. This equally
requires depoliticised law-enforcement.
! Target joining the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiatives (EITI)
process, which seeks to promote sectoral transparency and accountability.
! Encourage public participation in the minerals governance framework of
the country.
! Promulgation of a law which allows for customs to set a reference price
in order to curb lithium carbonate under invoicing and enhance
transparency. The country can refer to Argentina which set a price of
US$53 per kilogram of lithium carbonate10.
! The state ought to make substantial steps towards making ZMDC an
active player in the lithium mining industry through joint ventures or
other related facilities.

4. Socio-economic and Environmental Considerations
Lithium is a finite resource whose extraction also has an overbearing adverse
effect on the host communities. Also, extraction is fraught with numerous
environmental, social and governance (ESG) risks. Environmental risks include
ground destabilisation, water loss and pollution, soil contamination, biodiversity
loss, toxic waste and air pollution. Social risks involved include in-migration,
Argentina's Federal Administration of Public Revenue (AFIP), on May 30 2022 wherein
they indicated that the country’s General Directorate of Customs has set reference prices for
lithium at US$ 53 per kilogram for exports to different countries.
10
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displacements, livelihoods, resettlements, investor-community conflicts, gender,
cultural heritage, noise, child labour, ill-health and human rights abuses. It is
fundamental to the lithium policy to take into consideration measures that
minimise the social and environmental harm.
For many decades, Zimbabwe’s mining host communities have largely been at
the receiving end of environmental, infrastructural and social damages.
Comparatively, the majority of the indigenous people of Bolivia, the Atacama
region of Chile and in Argentina have complained of limited benefits realised
from lithium extraction in their region. Lack of local social-economic
investments by the extractive companies is also deepening tensions and
mistrust. This has translated into numerous protests, demonstrations and
lawsuits. In light of this background, it is crucial that environmental laws, local
benefit schemes are developed and supported.
Community unrest and frustration with regard to mining activities is mainly a
result of failure by the government and the private sector to improve the socioeconomic conditions of mining-rich communities. In short, they have hardly
enjoyed the benefits from the mineral wealth, and the mining companies have
largely failed to meet societal expectations. This limits the negative impact of
lithium mines on local social, cultural, environmental and economic context by
creating new benefits. These benefits can be in the form of employment, high
quality infrastructure and quality of life (incomes, health and access to
services).

Policy Recommendations
! The country’s legal policy framework ought to promote community
employment especially for non-specialised roles.
! Socio-economic community investments (roads, health and wellbeing,
education and training, economic support), host community procurement.
! Promoting community participation in the lithium mining governance
framework and underlining that the miners ought to be accountable to
local decision makers.
! It is also crucial to create a supportive fiscal and legal environment that
leads to permit holders to promote opportunities for local and regional
labour, services and goods.
! High standards of conduct are observed by miners, and that there is
strong regard for indigenous culture and heritage.
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! Development of industry-wide social and environmental performance
standards.
! Strict enforcement of the United Nations Guiding Principles on Security
and Human Rights (UNGPs) within the local mining sector.

5. Financial Optimisation Gaps
Zimbabwe has failed to harness significant socio-economic benefits from its
plentiful minerals, and the same applies to lithium11. Fiscal benefits to the
government normally realise financial benefits through royalties and taxes,
which are then used to finance different government activities. Other indirect
financial benefits are linked to employment, high export earnings and gross
domestic product (GDP) expansion. However, leakages have been dominant
especially when it comes to malpractices such as transfer pricing, poor capacity
in negotiation of mining related contracts and agreements, corruption, lack of
transparency, minerals revenues are reported at national level and hardly any
statistic is available on local and community productions, mining host and
adjacent community have not realised tangible benefits from production. Initial
capital investments in lithium are high and any investor would want to recoup
their investment as quickly as possible.

Policy Recommendations:
! Strengthening the administrative and institutional capacity of revenue
agencies.
! Designing a comprehensive investment promotion and policy framework.
! Recommend auditing of the mining companies.
! Strong collaboration between local academic institutions, industrial
stakeholders, private sector and international allies is an integral feature
of this blueprint.
! Financial and non-financial related grants, loans, and tax exemptions to
support materials processing, and human capital development.
! Improving government efficiency: Critical in improving government
efficiencies is to enhance the institutional and administrative framework
for the sector.
Maguwu, F. 2017. Investigating illicit financial flows in Zimbabwe’s lithium mining
sector. Illicit Financial Flows Research Series Issue 2.

11
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6. Human Resources and Research and Development
At the heart of any effective mining policy is human capital and innovations
that unlock more economic value. Crucial skills required in the lithium value
chain range from mining specific skills and expertise in surveying, chemistry,
geology, chemical engineering, environment, metallurgy, health and safety and
other related forms of engineering such as civil, electrical and mechanical.
Other ancillary skills and competencies required include mining economics,
physics and other sciences. By and large, the development of such skills can be
done within education institutions (polytechnics, colleges and universities), and
on-the-job training. Advanced skills development is often done at university
and other research institutes within the private sector and government
departments.

Policy Suggestions:

! Possible interventions also include legislating companies to be engaged in
skills development.
! Equally, it is fundamental to invest in the training centres, degree
programs, incubators, collaboration and industry research.
! Incentives and legislating skills transfer programs that increase local
talent in the midstream and downstream segment.
! Promotion of partnerships with the international private sector with
technical capacity and technology for beneficiation.
! Broadening investments in crucial public infrastructure such as roads,
low-cost energy, and water as crucial enablers for value addition
development.

Conclusion
A sound lithium policy should aim to establish a competitive, predictable,
sustainable and stable environment that ultimately delivers effective socioeconomic benefits to the state and its citizens. Over the years, the country’s
policy environment has been characterised by frequent changes which many
investors cannot keep up with. If done properly the industry can contribute
towards growth of employment, research and development (R&D), foreign
direct investments, exports, local value chains, tax revenues, capital investments
and community development.
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