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INTRODUCTION

The Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA) marks the Euro-
pean Union's first legislative effort to secure its supply
of critical raw materials (CRMs). It is a response to the
pressing challenge of securing a stable and resilient sup-
ply of raw materials, which are crucial for key industries
and technologies driving the green and digital transfor-
mation of the EU (European Union). The Act includes
multiple provisions to reduce the reliance on external
suppliers by promoting and speeding up extraction, pro-
cessing and recycling within EU borders, with a focus
on a list of strategic raw materials (SRMs). Even if one
assumes that these measures will successfully increase
internal supply in the EU, sourcing CRMs from non-EU
countries will remain essential. This has prompted the EU
to introduce additional policy instruments to strengthen
relationships with raw material-exporting nations in paral-
lel to the CRMA.

In this article!, we explore the background and context
of the CRMA. We first outline its main components and
assess its potential to effectively increase CRM supply
within the EU. We then discuss the Act’s possible impli-
cations for raw material-exporting countries in the Global
South, along with related EU policy actions.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

With intensifying global efforts and competition around
the energy transition and digital innovation, the EU faces
the challenge of securing a stable and resilient supply of
the raw materials essential for these transitions, as well as
for defence and aerospace. Projections for future CRM
demand reveal that supplies must multiply over the next
two decades to achieve energy transition goals (Gregoir/
van Acker 2022: IEA 2024). Even the most conserva-
tive scenarios of the International Energy Agency (IEA)
foresee a doubling of demand by 2040 (Allianz Research
2023). At the same time, the EU's import dependency

for many CRMs is extremely high — approaching 100 %
for some materials, such as boron, magnesium, titanium
metal, rare earth elements, and platinum group metals.
Additionally, certain CRMs are primarily extracted in
specific countries, and the processing of most CRMs
is largely concentrated in China, leading to heightened
supply vulnerabilities tied to single countries.

European dependence on raw material imports is not
a new phenomenon. For decades, European reliance
on imported raw materials has raised concerns about
supply security, especially when global competition for
resources intensified. The 1970's oil shocks initially high-
lighted the vulnerability of European industry to resource
dependency (Commission of the European Communities
1975), but until the 1990s, resource access remained
a lower priority due to stable availability (Montanuniver-
sitat Leoben 2004). However, China’s rapid economic
growth in the early 2000s and its dominance in resource
extraction and processing have created a competitive
and monopolistic environment that challenges EU ac-
cess to CRMs (Kiiblbck et al. 2019).

In response, the EU introduced the Raw Materials Initia-
tive (RMI) in 2008, focusing on three pillars: securing
global supply, fostering European sources, and enhanc-
ing resource efficiency and recycling (European Com-
mission 2008). Subsequent measures focused, however,
on the first pillar via free trade agreements, international
cooperation or development policies (Kiiblbéck 2013).
The EU’s Critical Raw Materials Action Plan published
at the end of 2020, already shaped by the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on supply chains, emphasized
resilient value chains, circular economies, and strategic
autonomy in key sectors. It addressed not only energy
and technology needs but also geopolitical concerns and
industrial strategies to build EU production capacities for
products needed for energy transition and digitization.

In 2024, recognizing that ,non-regulatory actions have
not been enough to ensure the EU’s access to a secure
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and sustainable supply of critical raw materials” (Europe-
an Commission 2023b) the CRMA came into effect. For
the first time, it introduces legislation aimed at securing
CRM supply by enhancing Europe’s, extraction, process-
ing and recycling capacities for specific raw materials,
diversifying imports to reduce strategic dependencies,
minimizing supply disruptions through risk monitoring
and mitigating, and promoting circularity and sustain-
ability. It consists of a regulation and is accompanied
by a communication that outlines how the EU intends
to strengthen its global engagement to develop and
diversify investment, production and trade with reliable
partners (European Commission 2024b).

CONTENT OF THE CRITICAL RAW
MATERIALS ACT

As a regulation, the CRMA directly applies to member
states. It introduces changes to national laws, particularly
about permitting processes. It also establishes obliga-
tions for the EU Commission and member states to im-
prove knowledge about the supply and use of strategic
and critical raw materials, to create more transparency
and to foster an enabling environment for new extractive,
processing and recycling projects.

In addition to the list of critical minerals, which has been
published by the EC since 2011 and updated every
three years, the CRMA introduces a new category, the
so-called ,strategic raw minerals” (SRMs). Raw materi-
als are deemed ,critical“ when they show higher eco-
nomic importance to the EU industry and higher risks of
supply shortages compared to other raw materials. The
number of raw materials assessed as critical by the EU
has more than doubled since its first publication, from

Figure D: CRMA Benchmarks 2030

EU Consumption of a strategic raw material

14 in 2011 to 34 in 2023. Raw materials are deemed
»Strategic” if they are essential for renewable energy, bat-
teries, digitalization, and defence. As global demand for
these materials is surging, they are prioritized to secure
the EU’s green and digital future and to strengthen the
supply resilience of its own production capacities. Cur-
rently, 17 — half of the listed CRMs — additionally fall into
the newly defined SRM category. 2

The European Commission is responsible for designat-
ing SRMs, a political decision that involves determining
which technologies are considered strategic. Unlike
the CRM criteria, SRM metrics include forward-looking
elements, which are also subject to assumptions. For in-
stance, the expected demand growth of copper justifies
the classification of this mineral as strategic (European
Commission 2023c), even though copper would not be
classified as a CRM due to its low supply risk. Specifics
on the data and calculations used for SRM metrics are,
however, not disclosed.

For these SRMs, ambitious benchmarks are defined (see
Figure D). By 2030, the CRMA aims to achieve that:

= EU extraction capacity meets 10 % of its annual stra-
tegic raw material consumption;

= EU processing capacity covers 40 % of its annual
consumption; and

= EU recycling capacity handles 25 % of its annual
consumption.

= No third country accounts for more than 65 % of
imports for the EU’s annual consumption.

These benchmarks are, however, non-binding and there-
fore not legally enforceable. They apply for each SRM,
except for those with limited reserves within the EU.

10 % from EU 40 % from EU 25 % from EU
extraction processing recycling
Not more than 65 % from non-EU countries

Source: own elaboration




The benchmarks serve as a signal to member states and
industry that the EU is prioritizing development and sup-
port for extraction and processing efforts. Additionally,
raising the recycling benchmark to 25 % from the 15 %
initially proposed by the Commission highlights the criti-
cal role of recycling in securing long-term SRM supply.

To achieve these goals, the CRMA introduces measures
in four areas:

1. Facilitating SRM Projects: The Act creates a catego-
ry called ,Strategic Projects,” which are selected ex-
traction, processing and recycling initiatives deemed
crucial for the EU’'s SRM supply benchmarks. These
projects can be within the EU, and in non-EU coun-
tries, while different provisions apply (see below).

2. Recycling and Circularity: The CRMA promotes in-
creased recycling and circularity for all CRMs, man-
dating member states to implement national mea-
sures to recover and recycle CRMs from waste.

3. Data and Risk Monitoring: The CRMA requires com-
prehensive data collection, including national ex-
ploration programmes and data on public strategic
stocks. Furthermore, risk monitoring at both national
and EU levels aims to anticipate and mitigate poten-
tial supply shortages.

4. Transparency: The CRMA aims to boosts transpar-
ency by requiring, for instance, public disclosure of
strategic project details and the permit granting pro-
cess to gain community support.

The benchmark for limited import dependency is not directly
targeted through these measures but should be achieved
through different policies in cooperation with raw material-
exporting countries that are part of other EU and member
state policy domains (as discussed below in detail).

A key and novel element of the CRMA is its focus on
»Strategic Projects”. These Projects must contribute to
the achievement of benchmarks defined in the CRMA,
and thus contribute to secure to the supply security for
SRMs. Further criteria for Strategic Projects in the EU are
their technical feasibility, sustainability and cross-border
benefit beyond the Member State where the project is
located (European Commission 2024e).

For projects considered as strategic, the regulation
streamlines approval procedures by altering national laws
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for permitting processes®: (1) limiting the permit-granting
timeline to 27 months for extraction projects (15 months
for processing and recycling) and (2) accelerating the
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) procedures, (3)
establishing a predetermined public interest criterion,
and (4) introducing additional information obligations on
the Single Points of Contact.

In particular, the changes to the EIA and the public in-
terest criterion are important. The CRMA reduces the
timeframes for assessing EIA necessity, conducting
the EIA process, and for the public consultation period.
Alongside setting time limits for the permitting process,
the CRMA aims to accelerate the administrative steps
involved in SRM projects.

In addition, the CRMA grants a preferred status to
Strategic Projects by classifying them as being ,in the
public interest” or ,serving public health and safety” due
to their role in ensuring the EU’s supply of SRMs. This
classification supports the prioritization of such projects
in the permitting process. Generally, to obtain permits,
these projects must comply with various EU environmen-
tal directives. Exceptions to these rules may be granted
if a project can demonstrate an ,overriding public inter-
est" or a necessity ,for public health and safety” (Birds
Directive). The change in the legal status by the CRMA
enables such exceptions by definition.

However, this prioritization does not grant absolute
precedence to Strategic Projects over environmental
protections. In any project permitting process, public
authorities still have to weigh the public interest against
environmental concerns such as water conservation
and ecosystem protection. The CRMA thus supports
Strategic Projects in the interest-balancing process
without guaranteeing their approval over environmental
priorities.

ASSESSING THE CONSEQUENCES
OF THE CRMA FOR EUROPE'S CRM
SUPPLIES

Whether the provisions of the CRMA will actually in-
crease supplies from European sources remains unclear,
also given that the benchmarks for extraction, process-
ing and recycling are non-binding. So far, initiatives such
as the RMI has not led to a revitalization of mining and
processing in Europe.




The impact of streamlined permitting processes as the
major legal change instituted by the CRMA will vary de-
pending on existing timelines in different member states.
For example, in the case of Austria, a legal assessment
suggests that permit processes in Austria requiring an
EIA may be abbreviated, while those not subject to an
EIA already exhibit shorter average processing times
than those outlined in the CRMA. In other EU member
states the duration of permitting processes varies con-
siderably, ranging from 11 months in Portugal to three
years in France and up to seven years in Spain (Ericsson/
Lof 2021). Thus, the CRMA could reduce the duration
of permitting procedures in selected EU member states.
Whether the public interest status of Strategic Projects
will result in faster permitting will also depend on the
capacities of public authorities, which require adequate
staffing, expertise, and financial resources, and the deci-
sions of administrative courts.

Apart from that, the permitting process is a relatively
minor part of mining project development, with discovery
and exploration stages taking the longest time. Accord-
ing to the International Energy Agency (IEA 2021), it
takes over 16 years on average from discovery to pro-
duction globally, even in resource-rich countries such as
Canada, Chile, and Australia. Only strategic projects that
are already in a later stage of their development might
benefit from faster permitting.

Other measures of the CRMA target enabling conditions
for raw material projects in Europe. These include trans-
parency and information requirements in the permitting
process and in the development of Strategic Projects to
gain social acceptance. However, the shortening of con-
sultation periods in ElAs of permit-granting procedures
reduces opportunities for participation in the permitting
processes by NGOs, citizen initiatives, and neighbours.
Despite these new provisions, conflicts and resistance
are likely, as over half of Europe’s energy transition min-
eral deposits are located on indigenous or peasant-held
land, placing significant pressure on these communities
(Owen et al. 2022). Furthermore, the remaining deposits
are often situated in areas much more densely populated
than the world's major mining regions (Wolf 2023). Thus,
resistance to mining is potentially the main barrier to
expanding extractive projects in Europe (Schafer 2024).

Thus, the CRMA's ambitious targets to secure critical
raw materials within the EU face significant challenges,
especially considering the current level of import depen-
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dence and additional economic barriers like high energy
and labour costs.

Moreover, there are uncertainties about public financial
support. While the European Critical Raw Materials Board
will make financing recommendations within two years, no
immediate EU financing measures are currently in place.
Single member states such as Germany, Italy, and France
have announced national raw material funds (Olk 2024).
For instance, the German fund supports eligible strate-
gic projects with up to EUR 150 million (GTAI 2024). A
clearer assessment of the potential for increased EU sup-
ply will be possible once the results of the first round of
Strategic Project designations are available at the end of
2024, out of 121 submitted applications, mainly focusing
on extraction (European Commission 2024a).

SECURING RAW MATERIAL SUPPLY FROM
THIRD COUNTRIES

Even if all targets of the Act are fulfilled, the key impor-
tance of access to CRM supplies from non-EU countries
remains. For example, if 10 % of its annual strategic raw
material consumption originates from EU extraction, un-
processed raw material equivalent to 30 % of processed
materials would still need to be imported to reach the
benchmark of 40 % processed in Europe. Similarly, with
25 % from recycling and 40 % from processing, 35 %
of processed materials would still need to be imported.
In total, even if all benchmarks were reached, 65 % of
SRM supply would still rely on third countries. Therefore,
imports will remain the primary source of CRMs for Eu-
rope in any case.

The continuous import dependency is reflected in the
Communication accompanying the CRMA (European
Commission 2023a). In this document, the EU em-
phasizes the need for diversification of its supply from
third countries and partnerships in support of the global
production of CRMs. Notably, a change in wording has
taken place in comparison to the Raw Material Initia-
tive of 2008. While the RMI aimed for ,access to raw
materials on world markets at undistorted conditions”
(Kiiblbéck 2018), the new communication speaks of
»fair and sustainable access to raw materials on global
markets” based on ,raw materials diplomacy focused on
reaching out to third countries through strategic partner-
ships and policy dialogues” and emphasises cooperation
(European Commission 2023a).



Notwithstanding, the relationship between raw material-
exporting countries and the EU has always been charac-
terized by a clash of interests and a power imbalance. Min-
ing in Europe has declined over the past decades as raw
materials production — along with the associated negative
consequences such as land use, environmental impacts,
and adverse working conditions — was outsourced to
other world regions. Nevertheless, the EU continued to
assert its need for access to raw materials from these
third countries for its own industries. With the green and
digital transition, resource-rich countries are pushing for
economic, social, and environmental upgrading in value
chains. The EU’s striving for ‘strategic autonomy’ and the
‘relocation’ of manufacturing back to Europe as part of its
transition plans are at tension with those goals (Hool et
al. 2023; Héra 2024; Leali 2020; Wolf 2023). Therefore,
the EU’s approach to ,partnerships” should be evaluated
on whether it is more than wording and on how well it
addresses these competing demands.

Overall, the EU applies new instruments with raw-
material rich countries based on a partnership ap-
proach. Nevertheless, the EU still endorses the WTO-
framework and FTAs as the legal foundation in such
relations. New Strategic Partnerships seek to focus
and facilitate exports of CRMs while committing to
industrialisation and sustainability. However, these
commitments remain non-binding provision — in all
instruments applied. The measures currently used by
the EU to cooperate with third countries with regard to
CRMs are the following:

STRATEGIC PROJECTS OUTSIDE THE EU

The European Commission can designate mining,
processing and recycling projects outside the EU as
.Strategic Projects”, with the host country’s consent.
Besides strengthening the security of the EU’s supply
of SRM, these projects have to be technically feasible,
sustainable and ,add value” to the host countries, if they
are emerging markets or developing economies. As the
provisions for streamlined permitting processes apply
only to EU countries, strategic projects outside the EU
have fewer tangible incentives. However, the Commis-
sion states that it will support the implementation of the
projects and seek to create synergies with existing inter-
national initiatives, such as the Global Gateway strategy
and the European Fund for Sustainable Development
plus (EFSD+) (European Commission 2024c).
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However, the terms employed related to sustainability
and to ,added value” remain vague, creating risks to
bypass meaningful commitments. In addition, there are
concerns about insufficient safeguards to prevent envi-
ronmental harm and human rights violations, particularly
in Global South nations (Gonzalez 2023; Kampourakis
2024). Nevertheless, in the first submission period
ending in August 2024, 49 applications for strategic
projects were submitted from outside the EU (European
Commission 2024a).

STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS

Strategic Partnerships are non-binding Memoranda of
Understanding (MoUs) between the EU and third coun-
tries. These agreements aim to integrate raw materials
value chains, enhance regulatory frameworks, and foster
cooperation in environmental protection, funding, and
skills development (European Commission 2023a). Part-
nerships with developing nations should also promote
local value creation within the Global Gateway strategy.
As of November 2024, the EU has signed 13 Strategic
Partnerships. These include MoUs with Canada and
Ukraine (both 2021), Kazakhstan and Namibia (both
2022), Argentina, Chile, Zambia & the Democratic Re-
public of Congo and Greenland (all in 2023), as well as
Rwanda, Norway and Uzbekistan, Australia and Serbia
(all 2024) (European Commission 2024d).

The CRM Regulation itself does not define the content
of Strategic Partnerships. They are addressed solely
in the accompanying Communication, which has no
binding effect. Therefore, the respective content differs
significantly. While Strategic Partnerships with Canada
and Kazakhstan include specific projects, others focus
in the first stage on essential provisions for infrastructure
projects, financing, or know-how transfer (Transport &
Environment 2023).

Critics argue that these partnerships fail to address
illegal and irresponsible mining practices, neglect
anti-corruption measures, and offer minimal transpar-
ency obligations (fern et al. 2023). Generally, Strategic
Partnerships include vague language around ,value
addition* and ,mutual benefits* that often prioritizes EU
interests. For example, the EU’s promise to assist partner
countries during supply disruptions (European Commis-
sion 2023a) lacks enforceability, reflecting an EU-centric
interpretation of mutual benefits.




SUSTAINABLE INVESTMENT FACILITATION
AGREEMENTS (SIFAS)

The CRMA communication also contains references to in-
vestment agreements like SIFAs, a new EU instrument. The
EU-Angola SIFA, signed in 2023, aims to promote trans-
parency, streamlined authorization processes, and techni-
cal assistance while prohibiting the dilution of labour and
environmental protections to attract investment. However,
SIFAs currently lack specific provisions on raw materials,
though future agreements may address this gap (ibid.).

FREE TRADE AGREEMENTS

Free Trade Agreements are a powerful instrument used
by the EU to secure access to raw materials. The EU’s
2015 ,Trade for All* strategy mandates energy and raw
materials (ERM) chapters in new FTAs, such as those
with Mexico (2018), Chile (2022), and New Zealand
(2023) (European Commission 2015). These chapters
typically prohibit trade restrictions, export monopolies,
and regulated pricing while mandating third-party access
to infrastructure, which critics argue could undermine
local energy security and transition plans (Miiller et al.
2024). In the communication to the CRMA, FTAs and
ERM chapters are described as an important framework
.providing better access to sustainable investment in
critical raw materials” (European Commission 2023a: 9).

Social and environmental issues are not included in the
ERM chapters, but instead addressed in non-binding
sIrade and Sustainable Development" chapters, which
cannot trigger dispute settlement mechanisms and
whose provisions cannot be enforced with sanctions
(Ankersmit/Partiti 2020). This limits their effectiveness in
ensuring sustainability and protecting local communities
from mining-related conflicts.

FTAs also include investment protection clauses, allow-
ing investors to sue governments if domestic regulations
infringe on their rights under the agreement. While this
mechanism ensures investor confidence, there is an on-
going debate about its potential to deter governments
from implementing progressive policies due to the fear of
litigation, a phenomenon referred to as ,regulatory chill*
(Berge/Berger 2019; Tienhaara 2011). Moreover, FTAs
lack binding provisions for supporting local industrial
development, relying instead on voluntary private invest-
ment (Ghiotto et al. 2024). This approach often fails
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to address critical public infrastructure needs, limiting
resource-exporting countries’ ability to benefit fully from
raw materials trade (Findeisen 2023).

The contents of ERM chapters reflect varying levels of un-
equal power relations between the partners. For instance,
environmental transparency requirements are more robust
in agreements with New Zealand compared to those with
Chile or Mexico. Similarly, provisions on domestic sup-
ply pricing offer more flexibility in agreements with New
Zealand, highlighting the EU’s selective application of free
trade principles depending on the counterpart.

CONCLUSIONS

The EU’s green and digital transitions rely heavily on raw
materials from outside the EU. The CRMA demonstrates
the EU's commitment to increasing its domestic supply
of CRMs and thus reducing reliance on external sources.
However, its primary focus on a subset of CRMs - stra-
tegic raw materials — limits its scope. In addition, the suc-
cess of the CRMA remains uncertain due to challenges
such as lengthy project development timelines, limited
public financial support, and resistance to mining activi-
ties within the EU.

Despite efforts to boost European mining, processing,
and recycling, external sources remain indispensable.
The EU will continue to depend heavily on CRM imports
from third countries. The CRMA therefore also intensi-
fies the EU’s raw materials diplomacy, building on instru-
ments such as Strategic Partnerships and energy and
raw materials chapters in new FTAs to secure global
supplies. On paper, these efforts emphasize the need for
economic development, mutual benefits, and value addi-
tion in resource-exporting countries.

However, the non-binding nature of most provisions
weakens the EU’s commitments to sustainability and
equitable development, leaving partner countries in the
Global South without guarantees for economic or finan-
cial support. These agreements often reflect the power
imbalances between the EU and its counterparts, with
the EU'’s priorities typically dominating. Ultimately, while
the CRMA can contribute to enhancing the EU’s raw
material resilience, its ability to foster sustainable and
mutually beneficial partnerships with resource-exporting
countries will depend on stronger commitments and
greater equity in its global relationships.
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