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Implications for the Global Lithium
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On 25 February 2026, the Government of Zimbabwe announced the immediate
suspension of exports of all raw minerals and lithium concentrates, significantly
accelerating a policy shift that had previously been expected to take effect in
January 2027. The February 2026 decision therefore constitutes a material new
development, both in terms of timing and scope, and has already had
measurable repercussions in international lithium markets. This update
examines market reactions, institutional responses, and the potential fiscal and
developmental implications for Zimbabwe. Further, it situates the decision
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within Zimbabwe’s broader economic strategy, the Africa Mining Vision
framework, and evolving trends among mineral-producing states seeking to
deepen domestic value chains.

Immediate Effect of the Suspension and Regulatory Scope

In a press statement issued on the 25th of February 2026, Mines and Mining
Development Minister Polite Kambamura announced that Zimbabwe would
suspend with immediate effect the export of all raw minerals and lithium
concentrates, citing national interest considerations and the need to curb
malpractices and leakages within the sector. The measure applies not only to
new export applications but also to consignments that were in transit at the
time of the announcement, underscoring the urgency and seriousness of the
directive. This is a notable departure from the government’s earlier policy
trajectory which had envisaged a phased approach culminating in a 2027
deadline. However, as earlier reported in the AfSDJN Sovereign Debt News
Update No. 160, a Bloomberg report dated 10 June 2025 pointed out that
Zimbabwean authorities signaled that the lithium concentrate export ban could
be implemented earlier than 2027, potentially starting in 2026, due to
dissatisfaction with the pace of investment in domestic processing. Senior
officials were quoted expressing concern that some mining companies
continued to prioritize concentrate exports while delaying refinery
construction.

In the February 2026 press statement, the Ministry has clarified that only
producers with valid mining titles and approved beneficiation plans would be
eligible for export consideration going forward. Third-party agents and
intermediaries exporting on behalf of title holders are barred under the new
framework. Export applications must now include detailed documentation on
mineral composition and processing arrangements, while enforcement
responsibility lies with the Minerals Marketing Corporation of Zimbabwe and the
Zimbabwe Revenue Authority). This tightening of oversight mechanisms
reflects both a governance and industrial policy shift, aimed at formalizing
mineral trade channels and ensuring traceability and domestic value retention.

Zimbabwe Leading Mineral Beneficiation in the Lithium Sector
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Zimbabwe’s policy shift must be understood within the continental policy
architecture articulated in the Africa Mining Vision, adopted by African Union
Heads of State in 2009. The Vision calls for transparent, equitable and optimal
exploitation of mineral resources to underpin broad-based sustainable growth
and socio-economic development. Central to this agenda is mineral
beneficiation, which entails moving beyond the export of unprocessed ores
toward local value addition, manufacturing linkages, and technology transfer.

Zimbabwe is Africa’s largest lithium producer, accounting for an estimated
1.128 million metric tonnes of lithium-bearing spodumene concentrate exports
in 2025, most of which was shipped to China for processing. Lithium has
become a critical mineral in the global energy transition, particularly for electric
vehicle batteries and grid storage systems. Yet the bulk of the value in lithium
supply chains lies not in raw extraction but in refining and downstream
chemical processing. By accelerating the suspension ahead of the previously
anticipated 2027 timeline, Zimbabwe is signaling that beneficiation is no longer
aspirational policy but an immediate regulatory requirement.

Domestic economic actors have supported this shift. Elvis Masvaure, Advocacy
Officer at Buy Zimbabwe, stated that processing minerals locally would “foster
industrial growth, create jobs and enhance the value of Zimbabwe’s exports”.
Economist Gift Mugano similarly observed that exporting processed lithium
products would significantly increase foreign currency earnings compared to
concentrate exports. These perspectives underscore a development narrative
centered on industrial deepening and employment generation, rather than
short-term export volumes.

The decision also reflects Zimbabwe’s efforts to address alleged malpractices
and revenue leakages in the mineral export chain. By requiring beneficiation
plans and limiting export permissions, authorities aim to strengthen fiscal
oversight and improve compliance. In a sovereign debt context, enhanced
domestic value capture has implications for revenue mobilization, balance of
payments stability, and long-term fiscal sustainability.

Overall, the Government’s rationale has been framed squarely in terms of
mineral beneficiation rather than restriction for its own sake. Officials have
emphasized that exporting raw concentrates has limited Zimbabwe’'s ability to
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capture higher-value segments of the lithium supply chain. By mandating in-
country processing, the State seeks to anchor more industrial activity
domestically, including refining, battery precursor production, and associated
services. This framing aligns directly with the Africa Mining Vision’s call for
resource-based industrialization and structural transformation of African
economies.

Immediate Market Reactions: Lithium Prices and Investor Sentiment

The announcement on 25 February 2026 triggered swift reactions in global
lithium markets. The following day, 26 February 2026, lithium prices on the
Guangzhou Futures Exchange in China surged by more than 6 percent, with
some contracts rising as much as 9 percent earlier in the trading session. The
sharp increase reflected market concerns over potential supply disruptions,
given Zimbabwe's significant role in global lithium concentrate exports.

Additional reporting indicated that lithium prices experienced upward pressure
across multiple trading platforms, with investors recalibrating supply
expectations in light of the immediate suspension. The reaction underscores
the extent to which policy decisions in major producing countries can influence
global commodity markets, particularly in sectors linked to energy transition
technologies.

This dynamic illustrates how beneficiation-oriented policies in one jurisdiction
can reverberate through equity markets and commodity futures globally. While
higher prices may benefit producers in the short term, they also raise cost
considerations for battery manufacturers and electric vehicle supply chains,
particularly in China, which has been a primary destination for Zimbabwean
concentrate. The immediate suspension of Zimbabwe’s lithium concentrate
exports has triggered concerns of an emerging electric vehicle (EV) supply
shock, as the country is a key global supplier of spodumene used in lithium-ion
batteries. According to market analysts, the abrupt freeze has raised the
specter of tighter upstream feedstock availability for battery manufacturers at
a time when demand for EVs is accelerating rapidly, putting pressure on
already strained supply chains. The report notes that higher lithium prices and
reduced concentrate flows could force battery makers to compete more
aggressively for limited feedstock or accelerate investments in alternative
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chemistries, with implications for EV production costs and timelines. This supply
dynamic underscores how policy shifts in major producing countries like
Zimbabwe can ripple through the EV ecosystem, from raw material markets to
battery giga-factories and automotive assembly lines, potentially constraining
production growth targets if processing capacity and supply diversification do
not keep pace.

For Zimbabwe, the price surge may strengthen the economic rationale for
domestic processing, as refined lithium products can command significantly
higher margins than raw concentrate. However, short-term disruptions to
export volumes could also affect foreign currency inflows during the transition
period. The balance between immediate revenue considerations and long-term
value capture will therefore be critical in assessing the policy’s macroeconomic
impact.

Concerns

As reported in the AfSDJN Sovereign Debt News Update No. 160, Chinese firms
have invested over one billion United States dollars in Zimbabwe’s lithium
mining and processing projects since 2021, giving them substantial influence
over production, technology and export channels. This concentration of
ownership raises important questions about how much value Zimbabwe can
realistically capture, even with beneficiation mandates in place.

Further, while beneficiation policies assert sovereignty over natural resources,
they must navigate global power asymmetries embedded in international
capital and technology markets. The challenge lies in balancing national
development goals with the realities of foreign-dominated value chains.
Success will depend on the state’s ability to negotiate equitable partnerships
rather than rely solely on regulatory coercion. Zimbabwe is therefore pursuing
a US$900 million expansion of its lithium processing capacity even as the
country continues to grapple with significant power constraints that have
hampered industrial activity. The ambitious investment drive aims to build out
downstream lithium beneficiation infrastructure, including refining and value-
added chemical production, as part of broader efforts to capture more of the
economic value from its abundant lithium resources.
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However, persistent electricity shortages and related operational challenges
pose real risks to the viability and timeline of these processing projects,
underscoring the need for concurrent investments in energy infrastructure if
Zimbabwe’s beneficiation goals are to be realized. Stakeholders note that
unlocking this processing expansion could enhance competitiveness in global
battery supply chains and reduce reliance on raw concentrate exports, but
managing power supply limitations remains a central hurdle

Conclusion

Zimbabwe’s 25 February 2026 suspension of raw mineral and lithium
concentrate exports constitutes a significant and accelerated step in the
country’s mineral beneficiation strategy, advancing implementation well ahead
of the previously anticipated 2027 deadline. Immediate market reactions,
including a sharp rise in lithium prices on 26 February 2026, undoubtedly
underscore Zimbabwe’s importance in global supply chains and the sensitivity
of critical mineral markets to regulatory change.

However, for Zimbabwe, the long-term developmental implications will depend
on the pace and effectiveness of domestic processing investments, regulatory
clarity, and institutional capacity. In a sovereign debt and fiscal context,
enhanced value capture from lithium and other minerals could contribute to
stronger revenue mobilisation and reduced external vulnerability. As AfSDJN
continues to monitor developments, this policy shift merits close attention not
only for its market effects but also for what it signals about Africa’s evolving
approach to mineral governance and structural transformation.

View online: Sovereign Debt News Update No. 168: Zimbabwe Announces
Immediate Suspension of Raw Mineral and Lithium Exports: Implications for the
Global Lithium Market

Provided by Afronomicslaw

Page 6 of 6


https://www.afronomicslaw.org/category/african-sovereign-debt-justice-network-afsdjn/sovereign-debt-news-update-no-168-zimbabwe
https://www.afronomicslaw.org/category/african-sovereign-debt-justice-network-afsdjn/sovereign-debt-news-update-no-168-zimbabwe
https://www.afronomicslaw.org/category/african-sovereign-debt-justice-network-afsdjn/sovereign-debt-news-update-no-168-zimbabwe

