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Guinea occupies a structurally significant position in the global minerals
economy as the world’s largest holder of bauxite reserves and second leading
producer of the ore, which is indispensable for aluminum production and
increasingly recognized as strategically important to global industrial supply
chains. Bauxite underpins aluminum value chains that are central to
infrastructure, transport, renewable energy systems, defense, and digital
technologies, situating Guinea at the heart of intensifying geopolitical and
commercial competition over mineral resources. Despite this dominance,
Guinea has historically captured limited downstream value, exporting raw ore
while alumina refining and aluminum smelting largely take place abroad.
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Against this backdrop, Guinea’s May 2025 decision to revoke dozens of mining
licenses (many of them linked to bauxite concessions) signaled a decisive shift
toward a more assertive model of resource governance, often described as “
resource nationalism”. These actions have triggered major legal and
commercial repercussions, including a USD28.9 billion international arbitration
claim and renewed debate over the balance between sovereign regulatory
authority and investor protections in extractive industries. It is prudent to
mention that this USD 28.9 billion arbitration claim is economically
extraordinary in Guinea’s context: it is nearly six times the country’s entire
2025 annual national budget (USD 4.9 billion) and exceeds Guinea’s nominal
GDP (USD 27.5 billion).

This update therefore examines Guinea’s intensifying resource nationalism in
the global bauxite sector, focusing on the revocation of mining licenses, the
resulting high-value international arbitration claims, and the government’s
planned legal defense. It situates these developments within broader African
debates on bauxite’s strategic importance, mineral governance, and efforts to
reclaim sovereign control and value from critical raw materials.

What is Bauxite?

Bauxite is a sedimentary rock primarily composed of aluminum hydroxide
minerals such as gibbsite, boehmite, and diaspore. Due to its rich aluminum
content, bauxite is the primary ore utilized globally to produce aluminum, a
metal vital across numerous industries, including transportation, construction,
packaging, electrical goods, and aerospace. Geographically, bauxite production
by country is unevenly distributed, with Africa holding about 32%, closely
followed by Oceania (23%), South America and the Caribbean (21%), Asia
(18%), and other regions claiming the remaining 6%. Such distribution
profoundly impacts global economic relationships, trade policies, and strategic
mineral security. Africa holds approximately 29% of the world’s bauxite
reserves, with the largest concentrations found in Guinea, Ghana, Cameroon,
and Tanzania. Additional identified but unquantified resources in countries like
the Democratic Republic of Congo suggest that Africa’s total reserves are likely
underestimated and expected to grow with ongoing exploration and project
development. While Australia is the largest producer of bauxite, Guinea has by
far the world's largest reserves of bauxite, producing about 97 million metric
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tons, boasting the largest reserves globally at approximately 7.4 billion metric
tons. Despite Africa’s strong position in bauxite mining, its alumina refining
capacity remains minimal, only about 0.8% of bauxite was processed locally in
2022, with the rest exported as raw ore.

While bauxite is not uniformly classified as a “critical mineral” across all
jurisdictions, it is increasingly recognized as a “critical raw material” due to its
essential role in aluminum production and the concentration of supply in a
small number of countries, including Guinea Aluminum is a foundational input
for energy transition technologies, including solar panels, wind turbines, electric
vehicles, and transmission infrastructure, amplifying the strategic importance
of bauxite-producing states. The African Development Bank has explicitly
framed bauxite within the broader critical minerals discourse, highlighting its
importance not only as an export commodity but as a potential driver of
industrialization through alumina refining and aluminum smelting on the
continent. This framing aligns with emerging African policy narratives that
challenge historical extractive models premised on raw material export without
domestic value addition.

Ownership Structure Analysis

The ownership model of leading bauxite mines reveals complex geopolitical
considerations. International mining conglomerates like Rio Tinto and Glencore
bring capital and technology but face increasing requirements for local
beneficiation. National aluminum producers such as Aluminum Corporation of
China (Chalco) and Emirates Global Aluminum pursue vertical integration
strategies to secure supply chains. The landmark $20 billion “mines for-
infrastructure” agreement of 2017 heralded China’s major entry into Guinea’s
bauxite sector. Chinese investment had begun three years earlier, in 2014,
when the Société Miniere de Boké (SMB) was formed to develop the extensive
bauxite reserves around Boké with Chinese financial backing. The 2017 USD 20
billion “mines-for-infrastructure” framework agreement marked a decisive
turning point in Guinea’s bauxite sector, formalizing China’s large-scale entry
into the country’s mining economy and embedding bauxite extraction within a
broader infrastructure-for-resources model. The agreement linked access to
Guinea’s vast bauxite reserves to Chinese-financed infrastructure projects,
including roads, ports, and energy facilities, thereby aligning mineral
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exploitation with Guinea’s development ambitions while securing long-term
supply for Chinese aluminum producers. Chinese involvement, however,
predated the 2017 agreement, with investments beginning as early as 2014,
when Chinese state-linked and private firms started acquiring stakes in bauxite
concessions, logistics infrastructure, and export terminals. These early
investments laid the groundwork for the rapid expansion of Chinese-led
consortia—most notably SMB-Winning—which would later come to dominate
Guinea’s bauxite exports by integrating mining, rail, port, and shipping
operations. Collectively, these developments shifted Guinea’s bauxite sector
away from its historically Western-dominated ownership structure toward a
model characterized by Chinese operational control, vertically integrated export
systems, and long-term off-take arrangements, fundamentally reshaping the
political economy of Guinea’s most strategic mineral resource.

Interestingly, China’s influence in Guinea’s bauxite sector is documented in
industry research showing that Guinea supplied approximately 55 % of China’s
bauxite imports in 2023, with major Chinese companies active in the sector
including Chalco (the Aluminum Corporation of China), Chinalco, SPIC, SMB-
Winning and others). This reflects a high level of Chinese corporate control over
bauxite production and export flows from Guinea. Government entities like the
Government of Guinea maintain direct ownership stakes to ensure national
economic benefits from resource extraction, though this model presents
challenges in securing capital for expansion.

Guinea’s License Revocations: Scope and Rationale

In May 2025, the Guinean authorities revoked 46 mining licenses, many of
which were linked to bauxite concessions held by major international operators,
citing non-compliance with contractual obligations, failure to develop projects,
and inadequate progress toward local value addition. The revocations were
widely interpreted as a signal of stricter regulatory oversight and a willingness
to challenge entrenched corporate interests in the mining sector. Guinean
authorities framed these actions as part of a broader effort to enforce mining
codes, ensure timely project development, and align mineral exploitation with
national development objectives, particularly local refining and infrastructure
commitments Among the most consequential decisions was the revocation of
Emirates Global Aluminum’s (EGA) bauxite mining license, a move described as

Page 4 of 7


https://resourcejustice.org/app/uploads/2025/11/CHINA-REPORT-ENGLISH_FINAL-REPORT.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.mining.com/web/guinea-revokes-46-mining-licences-signalling-stricter-oversight-of-major-operators/
https://news.metal.com/newscontent/103330576
https://www.alcircle.com/news/guineas-ega-licence-revocation-2025s-most-impactful-move-in-global-bauxite-116761
https://www.alcircle.com/news/guineas-ega-licence-revocation-2025s-most-impactful-move-in-global-bauxite-116761

one of the most impactful developments in the global bauxite market in 2025
due to EGA’s role as a major supplier to international aluminum value chains.

Arbitration Claims Arising from License Revocations

The most prominent legal response to Guinea’s actions has been the filing of a
USD 28.9 billion arbitration claim by Axis International, a UAE-linked mining
entity, alleging unlawful expropriation of bauxite rights following license
revocation. The claim represents one of the largest known arbitration demands
in the global mining sector and underscores the high stakes involved. On the
25th of December 2025, Axis International Ltd commenced an arbitration
against the Republic of Guinea before the World Bank. Axis International, based
in Ras Al Khaimah, United Arab Emirates, owns 85% of Axis Minerals Resources
SA, a Guinean company with rights to a bauxite mine in the region of Boffa,
Guinea. It is bringing claims under both the 2011 bilateral investment treaty
between Guinea and the United Arab Emirates and Guinea’s 1995 Investment
Code. The arbitration is being managed by the International Centre for the
Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID), an arm of the World Bank. Axis
International filed the arbitration after the Government in Conakry ignored
multiple attempts at settlement discussions. Reports indicate that the claimant
argues Guinea breached investment protections by revoking licenses without
adequate compensation, while Guinea maintains that the revocations were
lawful regulatory actions grounded in contractual non-compliance and national
mining legislation. This dispute highlights persistent structural tensions
between African states’ regulatory autonomy and the expansive protections
afforded to foreign investors under bilateral investment treaties and
international arbitration regimes

Guinea’s Planned Defense and Legal Strategy

Guinea has publicly indicated that it is preparing a robust defense against the
arbitration claims, signaling its intention to contest both jurisdiction and
liability. Government statements suggest that the defense will emphasize that
it terminated the firm’s bauxite-mining permit for violating an industry code,
and the need to meet development obligations and the state’s sovereign right
to regulate natural resources in the public interest. According to Guinea’s
Minister of Mines and Geology, Bouna Sylla, the permit was cancelled based on
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violations of the mining code and the general tax code of the Republic of
Guinea. Sylla maintains that the company was not involved in mining
operations but subcontracted the permit with two other companies from which
it was receiving $2 on each ton, while making no investment and paying no
taxes.

This approach aligns with a growing trend among Global South states to
challenge the legitimacy and scope of investor-state dispute settlement
mechanisms, particularly in cases involving natural resources and development
policy. A number of analysts have said Guinea’s actions reflect a broader
resurgence of resource nationalism across mineral-rich states. However, as
argued in Afronomicslaw’s analysis of Barrick Gold v Mali, the label “resource
nationalism” reflects the language of multinational corporations and Western
investor perspectives, not African development policy. Guinea’s approach is
better understood within the African Mining Vision, which seeks to reverse
extractive models that centered foreign investors and prioritized raw ore
exports by advancing mineral beneficiation, value addition, and sustainable
development outcomes from Africa’s mineral wealth.

The revocation of licenses has been interpreted as a recalibration of power
between the state and multinational mining companies, particularly in a sector
where Guinea’s geological endowment gives it significant leverage. However,
these actions also expose the state to legal, financial, and reputational risks in
international investment forums.

Conclusion

Guinea’s recent actions mark a pivotal moment in the political economy of
bauxite and critical raw materials. By revoking licences and confronting
multinational operators, the state has asserted its sovereign authority over a
resource of global strategic importance, while simultaneously exposing itself to
significant legal and financial contestation. This claim underscores how
investor-state arbitration can generate liabilities that dwarf a country’s fiscal
capacity and pose systemic risks to economic sovereignty and public finance.
Undoubtedly, the unfolding arbitration and Guinea’s planned defence will serve
as an important litmus test for resource nationalism in Africa, shaping future
debates on mineral governance, development policy, and the reform of
international investment law.
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