
 

Rare earths processor buys rights to mine in
Greenland
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Large Icebergs float away as the sun rises near Kulusuk, Greenland, Aug. 16,
2019. One of the world’s few rare earths processors outside China has bought
exploration rights to mine in Greenland, opening an avenue for diversifying
supplies of the minerals critical for advanced and green technologies. Credit: AP
Photo/Felipe Dana, File
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One of the world's few rare earths processors outside China has bought
exploration rights to mine in Greenland, opening an avenue for
diversifying supplies of the minerals critical for advanced and green
technologies.

Rare earths are a group of minerals used in the manufacture of electric
vehicles, wind turbines, electronics, robots and other machinery. China
currently dominates global production, processing about 85% of the
world's rare earths, but skyrocketing demand is pushing companies to
look for other sources.

Toronto-based Neo Performance Materials, the rare earths processor,
said Monday it plans to develop the Sarfartoq deposit in southwest
Greenland and will send the ore to its facility in Estonia in Eastern
Europe. It's one of only two plants outside China that processes rare
earths to a high degree.

Neo aims to have the mine running in two to three years. It will be the
company's first major mining project. CEO Constantine
Karayannopoulos said that by opening the mine, he hopes to shield the
company from volatile rare earth prices, which have shot up in recent
years due to supply disruptions and strong demand.

"We're at the mercy of the market," he said.

Karayannopoulos called it "business, not geopolitics." But in recent
years, rare earths have attracted the attention of policymakers in
Washington, Beijing and other capitals given their importance to the
global high-tech supply chain. The U.S., Europe and Japan call their
dependence on China's rare earths a "national security risk" and have
sought to diversify their supply.
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New York University student researchers sit on a rock overlooking the Helheim
glacier in Greenland, Aug. 16, 2019. One of the world’s few rare earths
processors outside China has bought exploration rights to mine in Greenland,
opening an avenue for diversifying supplies of the minerals critical for advanced
and green technologies. Credit: AP Photo/Felipe Dana, File

But such efforts have struggled, as mines in other countries have run into
opposition or failed to get off the ground after fluctuating prices scared
investors away.

Meanwhile, supplies of rare earths have shrunk, and some mines are
raising ethical and environmental concerns. Mining rare earths is a dirty
business when done cheaply, and China, the world's largest miner, has
shuttered many mines in recent years to curb environmental damage.
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Some of that mining has been outsourced to Myanmar, where a lack of
oversight is masking a dirty secret. An Associated Press investigation
this month found the Myanmar mines are linked to environmental
destruction, the theft of land from villagers and the funneling of money
to brutal militias, including at least one linked to Myanmar's secretive
military government. The AP traced rare earths from Myanmar to the
supply chains of 78 companies, including major auto makers and
electronics giants.

The U.S. State Department said in a statement that it was "deeply
concerned" about illicit mining in Myanmar, and called on other
countries to ensure that their economic activity with Myanmar "does not
enable or further exacerbate the regime's violence against its own
people."

Karayannopoulos said that in Greenland, the company plans to dig up
rock, crush it and do basic processing that does not involve the use of
damaging chemicals. The ore will be then shipped to Estonia, where it
will be further processed into a form that can be used to make magnets.
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Small pieces of ice float in the water in Nuuk Fjord, Greenland, June 15, 2019.
One of the world’s few rare earths processors outside China has bought
exploration rights to mine in Greenland, opening an avenue for diversifying
supplies of the minerals critical for advanced and green technologies. Credit: AP
Photo/Keith Virgo, File

Plans for another rare earths mine in Greenland failed after voters put in
power a left-leaning government that blocked development. The site had
high concentrations of uranium, raising concerns over how radioactive
waste would be disposed.

Karayannopoulos said the site his company plans to develop has much
lower levels of uranium, meaning it can be mined under current
Greenland and European Union regulations. He said EU officials
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encouraged the project because it could help the continent become more
self-sufficient in rare earths.

Greenland, the world's largest island, sits between the Atlantic and
Arctic oceans. A 1.7 million-square kilometer (660,000-square mile) ice
sheet covers 80% of the Arctic territory. Greenland's 56,000 residents
are mainly indigenous Inuits.

Some rare earth customers, meanwhile, are aware of the risks of mines
in unregulated, conflict-ridden areas such as Myanmar, and are
increasingly willing to pay more for rare earths from regulated and
transparent jurisdictions, Karayannopoulos said.

"You're making the problem worse by doing it in an irresponsible way,
and with regimes that kill their own people," he said. "It's not
sustainable."

© 2022 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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