Report:

Accelerating progress of the lithium
battery value chain: aLatAm-UK
partnership

Wednesday 5 - Friday 7 March 2025

In association with
British Embassy Bueno Aires
British Embassy Santiago



In association with

British Embassy British Embassy

Buenos Aires ~ Santiago



@ Wilton
Park
Report:

Accelerating progress of the lithium
battery value chain: aLatAm-UK
partnership

Wednesday 5 — Friday 7 March 2025

In association with
British Embassy Bueno Aires and British Embassy Santiago

This Wilton Park event took place from 5 -7 March 2025, bringing together academic,
governmental and industry leaders from the UK and Latin America (Argentina, Brazil,
Bolivia and Chile) to identify ways to accelerate and promote next-generation lithium-
ion battery production and develop more resilient global supply chains.

Critical minerals are essential to the delivery of the global clean energy transition and
as such the global demand for critical minerals is rising. The International Energy
Agency’s 2024 Critical Minerals Outlook forecasts that global demand for critical
minerals will quadruple by 2040 (and for lithium increase ninefold) to meet global net
zero targets.

Latin America contains huge deposits of these critical minerals and so the region
therefore has a key role to play in driving the global transition to a low-carbon future
and addressing the climate crisis. The region is also seeking to maximise the economic
and social benefits of the extraction and processing of its resources. It is in our mutual
interests to support this, whilst promoting the highest environmental, social and
governance (ESG) standards.

A secure supply of critical minerals is also vital for the UK's economic growth and
security, industrial strategy, and clean energy transition. Building on the UK Critical
Minerals Intelligence Centre’s updated criticality assessment’, the UK Government will
work hand in hand with industry to publish a new Critical Minerals Strategy this year.
This new, targeted Critical Minerals Strategy will help secure UK supply chains for the
long term and drive forward the green industries of the future. It will support the

Thttps://www.ukcmic.org/downloads/reports/ukcmic-2024-criticality-assessment.pdf
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industries of tomorrow, be explicitly targeted at UK strengths, articulate the impacts
on people’s lives, deliver for businesses and create new jobs across the UK.

The event examined:

a) Common principles;

b) Collective challenges and how to address them;

c) Opportunities for engagement and collaboration between Latin America and
the UK.

This report captures a series of recommendations and suggestions put forward by
participants to accelerate progress of the lithium-battery value chain and identify
possibilities for deeper collaboration between the UK and Latin America.
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Securing Global Supply Chains

The supply of critical minerals such as lithium currently outstrips demand. On some
estimates prices of lithium have dropped between 35-40% since 2023, resulting in
financial challenges for mining projects in Latin America. When global demand does
surge, as anticipated to meet decarbonisation goals, there is a risk that the supply rate
will not be able to meet the world’s needs.

It is therefore necessary to diversify supply chains and increase global resilience in
order to mitigate the risks of potential supply chain disruption, distorted pricing and
market control by any single actor. Latin America predominantly exports raw critical
minerals, with most countries at present limited to the extraction phase of the value
chain. This is viewed as a systems-based problem and as such a systems-based
solution is needed to support these countries meet their ambition to move up their
value chains and compete with other markets.

This would entail progressing from extraction to production of battery-grade materials
such as precursor cathode active material (PCAM) and cathode active material (CAM),
with longer-term aspirations like manufacturing electric vehicles (EVs). Significant
investment is required in the region to achieve this, as is regional working to attract
industry participation. The resources available in each country differ, as do their
approaches to critical minerals, and as such the challenges required tailored strategies
for their national circumstances.

Possible options discussed that would help secure future supplies include:

e Upstream industry highlighted the challenge caused by the current low-price
environment. Although solar evaporation ponds are viable evenin price lows,
the extraction of other minerals such as graphite and rare earth elements (REEs)
in Brazil is challenging, which undermines efforts to increase domestic supply
and diversify global supply chains. It was suggested that governments could do
more to address this challenge; in particular, the increase in defence
spending and focus on understanding sensitive supply chains could
support mechanisms such as price floors.
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The pricing gap is also a challenge for exploration projects which are unable to
secure equity funding. There was a proposal for a ‘critical minerals fund’
which would help spread the risk when financing nascent stage projects.
Possible host organisations referenced were UN agencies or the Mineral
Security Partnership. The fund could support the development of midstream
and manufacturing capabilities in Latin America, financed by Western
governments who are increasingly interested in clean energy value chains, and
delivered by joint-ventures with local companies. Other forms of financial
support suggested also included governments setting a minimum price floor.
The participants considered that the UK could send stronger signals to Latin
America if it wishes to collaborate on the critical minerals supply chain. For
instance, subsidise or promote EVs that contain Latin American critical minerals
or bring in something like the EU Battery Passport system that states the
country of origin and associated level of ESG standards. The EU-Latin America
Partnership on Raw Materials was referenced as a positive example in this
space. Institutional mechanisms between governments such as letters of
intent, or Memorandums of Understanding, can be mechanisms by which to
build trust.

Representatives from Latin America also called for UK technology companies
toinvestintheregion. They also noted the importance of western companies
taking the time to build sufficient trust with stakeholders across civil society,
industry and government. The UK can harness its role as an ‘honest broker’ and
global convenor to achieve this.

The UK can leverage its experience in drafting critical mineral, industrial
and battery strategies to build these relationships, particularly in countries in
Latin America who are developing or have not yet developed their own.
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Research and Development

A common theme of the discussion was that previous initiatives which have aimed to

strengthen collaboration in research and development between the UK and Latin

America have been successful and should be continued or expanded where possible:
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A long-term vision for collaboration is needed between Latin America and the
UK. Aninstitutional framework could support this. Options to consider include a
joint policy commission or task force, which would seek to articulate efforts
between the countries, including to set out stakeholders (Centres for
Excellence, Universities etc) and funding opportunities in topics such as direct
lithium extraction; pre-cursor cathode active material and cathode active
materials; battery technologies; recycling and circular co-located supply chains;
and refining.

Attendees discussed a proposal for a Latin America-based platform, to
determine areas of mutual interest between Latin America and the UK.
This could potentially build on the work of the Faraday Institution in the UK. Key
areas of focus identified for the proposal included:

o Fostering a UK-Latin America community of researchers working on
battery technology, allowing academic exchange through e.g. a mailing
list.

o Facilitating a talent pipeline of early career researchers, including
through potential scholarships for early career researchers to study in
the UK or with UK institutions before returning to their home institutions.

o ldentifying long-term industry partnerships, allowing for the
diversification of the workforce and helping Latin American countries
create the conditions to raise themselves up the value chain.

o Aligning available funding by advertising its availability and through
pooling, thereby increasing its impact.

o Upskilling regional partners in specific areas, including Intellectual
Property generation from academic research.
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One project that the group considered to be particularly effective is the
Visiting Research Fellows programme. This is a scheme developed by the
Faraday Institution, with support from the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office, which aims to leverage the knowledge and expertise of
researchers across the lithium battery supply chain, fostering collaboration
between the UK, Argentina, and Chile? . Building on this experience, the group
felt that other mobility programmes should be considered which, for
example, would see an exchange of academics and early career
investigators or joint MSc programmes going in both directions between
Latin America and the UK. Additional support for this could be sourced from
the private sector and directly through universities. Efforts should also be made
to capitalise on the existing Chevening Scholarship programme where possible.
It was suggested that a programme of regular in-person and virtual
conferences and seminars could be established, building on this Wilton Park
conference, to facilitate ongoing dialogue and exchange of best practice
between Latin America and the UK. The participants acknowledged the
significant value of these conversations and also committed to continuing these
discussions outside of formal events.

Participants discussed an agreed common set of principles, including high-
quality research; sustainability; high ESG standards; and evidence-based
decision making.

2 Strengthening links to researchers in lithium triangle countries - The Faraday Institution
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Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Standards

Lithium resources in Argentina, Chile and Bolivia exist as liquid ‘brines’ in the arid
Andean region (‘salars’). Significant controversy exists around the potential negative
impacts of brine-mining on the region’s sensitive habitats, groundwater, and local
communities including Indigenous Peoples (IPs). There is a need to balance the
requirements for rapid up-scaling of production with responsible sourcing of lithium
from brines including through setting social, environmental and governance standards.

In Latin America, the lithium-rich brine is processed either via evaporation ponds (open
pools that evaporate into the atmosphere) or via Direct Lithium Extraction (DLE). DLE
processes aim to have higher lithium extraction efficiency, 70-90% generally, and a
significantly reduced surface footprint compared to evaporation ponds. DLE
processes use varying but not insignificant levels of energy, fresh water and
chemicals; this must be considered as part of environmental impact assessments.
Salars tend to have multiple operators which adds to the complexity when you
consider environmental and social impacts.

Solutions discussed included:

¢ UK-facilitated baseline data and monitoring - efforts to improve the
collection of baseline data and monitoring are essential to enable in-depth
environmental assessments. An example would be the assessment of DLE
alongside reinjection which would require a range of organisations from
different disciplines.

e Apilotfacility for DLE located at a university or aresearch parkin the
region (preferably one in each country) funded by government research
organisations / subscription and available to researchers from various
organisations to assess different technologies.

e While stocks of used batteries that could be recycled or reused right now are
currently insufficient to meet anticipated demand, this will be increasingly
important. This could be an area in which Latin America, drawing on
expertise from the UK, could excel, with the benefit of creating a circular
economy. Some countries in the region have already taken proactive steps
towards this, e.g. in 2022 Chile published a roadmap for a circular economy by
2040.
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Participants at the conference noted the potential for desalination processes to
be powered by renewable energy sources (solar PV), but that to build out the
generation capacity for this would require a 33% increase of total energy
generation in Chile. This would also introduce a larger surface footprint, some
participants suggested that the required number of solar panels would
constitute a surface area double the size of existing extraction ponds, which
has been a point of criticism from local communities.

There was also discussion around the need to develop and test new
underground mining technologies, including the use of batteries that were
safety tested in that environment. Technologies were not fully developed yet,
and arange of options were needed.

Participants also discussed the future legacy of lithium extraction, what skills
and value will be left over in local communities and national economies
respectively. The UK should work with partners in Latin America to ensure
lasting benefits remain even after the “lithium boom” ends, specifically
skilled local workforces, jobs in advanced manufacturing industries and
generally supporting a transition from an extractive economy.
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Conclusion

This dialogue helped to draw on the success of existing cooperation, particularly in the
UK higher education and research sector. Both UK and Latin American participants
recognised the potential to develop these partnerships further, including establishing a
great footprint in the region for such exchanges. Beyond this, there were clear
opportunities to make better use of UK business, including in the risk analytical, ESG,
and advanced manufacturing sectors, to broaden this partnership. It would require
deeper engagement from the UK government with governmental, commercial and
scientific partners in the region to further increase dialogue, build cooperation and
accelerate these critical partnerships.
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Wilton Park reports are brief summaries of the main points and conclusions of a
conference. The reports reflect rapporteurs’ personal interpretations of the
proceedings. As such they do not constitute any institutional policy of Wilton Park nor
do they necessarily represent the views of the rapporteur. Wilton Park reports and any
recommendations contained therein are for participants and are not a statement of
policy for Wilton Park, the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) or
His Majesty’s Government.

Should you wish to read other Wilton Park reports, or participate in upcoming Wilton
Park events, please consult our website www.wiltonpark.org.uk.

To receive our monthly bulletin and latest updates, please subscribe to
www.wiltonpark.org.uk/newsletter
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Wilton Park is a discreet think-space designed for experts and
policy-makers to engage in genuine dialogue with a network
of diverse voices, in order to address the most pressing
challenges of our time.

enquiries@wiltonpark.org.uk
Switchboard: +44 (0)1903 815020

Wilton Park, Wiston House, Steyning,
West Sussex, BN44 3DZ, United Kingdom

wiltonpark.org.uk



http://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/

