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Climate ambition has become a defining element of international discussions on climate change. As 

countries position themselves to decarbonise and keep up with international obligations like the Paris 

Agreement, the spotlight has shifted towards infrastructure that will power low carbon economies. 

Critical minerals like cobalt, manganese, nickel, zinc, and copper are essential components of the 

suite of new technologies (like solar panels, wind turbines, batteries, and electric vehicles) 

underpinning this future. 

As a result, recent years have seen a global race to secure access to and supply of these critical 

minerals. Critical minerals and rare earth metals are unevenly concentrated and distributed around 

the world; and the Indo-Pacific region is home to the world’s largest deposits, at the bottom of the 

ocean in the Clarion-Clipperton Zone (CCZ) (US Dept of Commerce, National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration). The CCZ seabed is covered with polymetallic nodules comprised of 

cobalt, manganese, nickel, zinc and copper, making the Indo-Pacific a global target for deep-sea 

mining operations (Davies). More than a quarter (27%) of the CCZ is currently under exploration 

contract (The Metals Company) under 31 exploration licences (International Seabed Authority). 

The critical minerals industry is steeped in controversy due to environmental and governance 

concerns around the management of deep-sea resources. Sea floor ecosystems have limited resilience 

and capacity for recovery (Jones et al.), and sound impacts from deep-sea mining impair the 

echolocation signals of whales and other marine mammals (Thompson et al.). Under the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), governance of deep-sea resources rests with 

the United Nations International Seabed Authority (UN ISA). The UN ISA operates as a custodian 

and regulator of international deep-sea resources. Civil society groups have called for an independent 
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review into the conflict that arises between these custodian and regulator responsibilities (Save the 

High Seas). 

In recognition of its management responsibilities, the UN ISA has been developing deep-sea mining 

regulations, the ISA Mining Code. In 2021, Nauru triggered a clause – the “two-year rule” – in the 

UNCLOS to expedite the development of rules that allow mining in the deep-sea (International 

Institute of Sustainable Development), requiring that the ISA Mining Code be formalised by June 

2023. However, negotiations among the ISA Council were unsuccessful, and the deadline passed. At 

the conclusion of the negotiations, the ISA Council “expressed its intention to continue the work on 

the exploitation regulations with a view to adopting them during the 30th session in 2025” 

(International Seabed Authority). As a consequence of missing the deadline, the ISA is now 

obligated to consider applications for mining licences, before a formal Mining Code is in operation. 

In the absence of these regulations, Indo-Pacific countries⎯particularly Pacific Islands with complex 

domestic and geopolitical circumstances⎯will need to weigh up climate and environment priorities 

before moving forward. 

Many think that the Pacific Island nations should be empowered to earn wealth from critical 

resources in line with development aspirations. To date, Nauru, Tonga, Kiribati and the Cook Islands 

have all sponsored deep-sea mining projects (Readfearn). 

Others raise concern about the environmental impacts of deep-sea mining and would prefer a 

precautionary, sustainable approach that reduces the impact of the industry as it grows. Some have 

also warned about the potential for neo-colonialism and threats to cultural connections to the oceans 

(Faa). The primary concern is that not enough is known about the environmental impacts of deep-sea 

mining. The international community has now agreed on the High Seas Treaty to protect 30% of the 

seas by 2030 (United Nations) and Palau has called for a suspension of deep-sea mining until 2030. 

The Federated States of Micronesia, Samoa, Fiji, Vanuatu and Palau have each called for a 
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moratorium on deep-sea mining (Clark), backed up by some of the world’s largest technology 

companies, including Google, BMW, Volvo and Samsung’s battery company (Reuters). 

Australia’s position on deep-sea mining in the Pacific is unclear. Australia has a long and 

problematic history of resource exploitation in the Indo-Pacific region including wood (Kadi, Heinz), 

and seafood (Mounter, McKillop). Australian companies have also been involved in major resource 

extraction scandals in the Pacific. The Broken Hill Proprietary Company (BHP), over 30 years of 

operation up until 2013, discharged 70 million tonnes of untreated mining waste per year into the Ok 

Tedi River in Papua New Guinea (Davis), with devastating environmental impacts. The Australian 

Secret Intelligence Service also spied on East Timor in the mid-2000s to inform negotiations for gas 

and oil fields in the Timor Gap (Knaus). 

Despite this context, Australia has some investment in deep-sea mining in the CCZ, and may be 

positioning itself to be on the front foot for a possible critical minerals industry boom. Its national 

government science agency, the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

(CSIRO), has entered into a AUD$1.5 million partnership of just under USD 1 million with 

Canadian company The Metals Company (TMC), (Dawkins) poised to be among the first recipients 

of deep-sea minerals mining licences in July this year. TMC has the support of Nauru, Tonga and 

Kiribati. 

While CSIRO, in its partnership with TMC, claims to be focused on providing scientific support on 

ecosystem-based management and risk assessments (Dawkins), there are limited transparency and 

accountability mechanisms imposed by the UN ISA to ensure that this is the case (Blanchard et al.). 

On deep-sea mining, a spokesperson for Australian Minister for Industry and Science, Ed Husic, 

said, “Decisions on the research the organisation [CSIRO] conducts, including individual research 

projects, are made at arms-length from government.” (Readfearn). At present, there are limited 

avenues to challenge this claim. 
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At the same time, the Labor Party, which was elected into government in May 2022, has released its 

Draft 2023 National Platform, which states that “Labor will ensure the Australian Government leads 

ambitious international efforts for global agreements on… a moratorium on deep-sea mining in 

international waters” (Labor). While it is important to note that this draft statement is not finalised, it 

indicates that the Australian Government is considering taking a position against deep sea mining. 

Investment in the deep-sea critical minerals industry could be an opportunity to conveniently rebrand 

Australia’s climate action and resources industry on the world stage. Under the nine years of the 

previous Coalition Government, Australia received the “colossal fossil” award (Climate Action 

Network International). Australia is also known for its poor regulation of extractive industries, 

especially fossil fuels, which it subsidises to a value of more than USD 7 billion every year 

(Campbell et al.). On the other hand, if Australia were to take the position of supporting a 

moratorium on deep-sea mining, it could go a long way to recast Australia’s damaged reputation 

regarding resource extraction in the Pacific. 

The Australian Government has indicated a shift towards climate diplomacy, including a bid to co-

host the United Nations climate conference COP31 in 2026 in partnership with the Pacific (Wong, 

Bowen and Conroy). Australia regularly frames “our Pacific neighbours” as one entity (Albanese). 

However, there are 15 Pacific Island nations, and many more ideas about how to manage these 

shared critical minerals, and the varied marine environments. Partnership with a country that 

supports deep-sea mining could ostracise other Pacific Island nations with social and environmental 

priorities. Partnership with a country that supports a moratorium on deep-sea mining could put 

pressure on Australia’s relationships with Pacific counties that wish to develop critical minerals 

industries to grow their economies. Australia’s decision of which country to approach to partner with 

for COP31 could be revealing of its underlying strategy going forward. 

The deep-sea critical minerals industry represents a possible divergence of climate and environment 

priorities where these interests have otherwise been intertwined. The demand for critical minerals in 
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the energy transition is real and urgent for the expansion of renewable energy, but deep-sea mining 

could cause irreparable damage to both the environment and Australia’s relationships in the Indo-

Pacific. 
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