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As vehicle electrification continues to grow, so does the demand for the materials 

that make the technology possible, especially the metal cobalt used in lithium-ion batteries. This 

work focuses on the framing of cobalt resources from Australia, Canada, and the United States as 

free of ethical considerations, despite evidence that much of the proven reserves rest on land on 

or near aboriginal or indigenous communities. 

Recent media and market coverage has focused on the issue of sourcing cobalt from the conflict-

burdened Democratic Republic of Congo, where the majority of the world’s proven cobalt 

reserves are found, with documented cases of child labor and concerns surrounding country’s 

political stability. Alternatives to sourcing cobalt from the DRC have focused on Australia, 

Canada, and, to a lesser extent, the United States. Absent from discussions of these alternatives, 

though, are considerations of impacts of cobalt mining on the rights and wellbeing of local and 

historical aboriginal or indigenous communities.  

Using historical, governmental, and media sources, this paper will use techniques of historical 

and comparative analyses to highlight the salient ethical considerations present in four cobalt 

developments in Australia, Canada, and the US. Additional emphasis will be placed on how 

these developments, and their representation in mainstream and market media, are related to the 

broader issue of attenuating resource conflicts both within Western nations and the supply chains 

of sustainable technologies. 

While a comprehensive review of the coverage of aboriginal and indigenous issues as they relate 

to mining and green technology is not available, this paper shows that the inclusion of such 

considerations is mostly absent from the discourse of cobalt and electrified vehicles. By focusing 

on this as a case example, this paper provides a timely and important opportunity to broaden the 

discussion of aboriginal and indigenous rights, specifically in the context of mining for resources 

used in low-to-zero carbon technologies. Such a discussion will complement the broader set of 

topics covered at this conference, emphasizing the relationship of these considerations to the 

United Nations’ Sustainability Development Goals and related global targets for vehicle 

electrification. 


