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Introduction

Nickel has rapidly emerged as a globally strategic mineral for powering batteries, defense
systems, and the renewable energy transition. The race to secure these critical minerals is driving
shifts in trade policy, investment patterns, and the asymmetrical dynamic between resource-rich
nations and industrial powers. Indonesia sits at the heart of this scramble, as the world's leading
producer by far and home to the largest nickel reserves.'

Indonesia’s nickel has long attracted major foreign investors, particularly from China and

the United States. For decades, the country exported raw nickel at low prices with minimal
domestic processing, capturing little value for local economies and leaving its industrial

base underdeveloped. The 2009 Mining Law (Law No. 4/2009) sought to reverse this pattern

by requiring in-country mineral processing and strengthening state and regional control

over mineral resources.” A brief 2014 export ban mandated by the law aimed to spur smelter
development but was later eased under industry pressure.’ Under this extractive model,
Indonesia effectively sold its raw nickel abroad at bargain prices, only to import finished goods —
such as stainless steel — made from its own resources at a far higher cost.” The ban represented
an early effort to capture more value at home rather than allowing it to accrue overseas and pay
the high import costs.
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In 2020, the Indonesian government enacted significant reforms to its mining sector, including a
full ban on raw nickel exports. The reforms aimed to promote domestic downstream processing,
assert greater control over strategic mineral resources, and align with its broader industrial
strategy, including the development of an electric vehicle battery industry.” Though challenged
by multinational corporations and global powers, the policy represented a decisive effort to move
beyond a purely extractive development model.’ Since the ban, nearly all mined nickel has been
processed domestically,” with exports shifting from low-value ore to higher-value refined and
semi-finished products.’ As a result, Indonesia’s nickel export value surged from roughly $1billion
to $20 billion within just two years.’

Now the fragile gains from Indonesia’s value-addition strategy are under threat.

In 2025, the Trump administration announced a new “reciprocal” trade agreement with Indonesia,
part of its broader agenda to dominate critical mineral supply chains under the banner of
“national security.” Although the text remains undisclosed, early reporting indicates that the

deal eliminates import licensing requirements, restricts Indonesia’s ability to condition foreign
investment on local content or industrial policy, and grants U.S. firms sweeping market access
with no binding obligations on labor rights, environmental standards, or Indigenous protections."
Backed by tariff threats and bilateral pressure, the U.S. appears to be using its economic power to

dismantle Indonesia’s requlatory authority and gain access to its mineral wealth."”

Thisis not anisolated instance. It reflects the latest phase in a corporate-driven trade strategy
that increasingly relies on bullying rather than any semblance of cooperation, weaponizing tariff
threats and other methods of coercion to intimidate other nations into alignment, cloaked in

the language of “security” and "resilience.”’ While earlier trade deals were often inequitable, they
at least maintained the facade of fairness and reciprocity, with rules generally applying to all
signatories. These latest critical mineral trade deals are not only negotiated in secret without
democratic oversight, but also include requirements that apply only to the Global South country,
not to the United States, prioritizing corporate interests over national development, labor
protections, and environmental safequards.

What is at stake is not just access to minerals but the future of economic sovereignty and the
global norms that govern resource extraction. Unlike its predecessor, which linked critical
mineral strategy to climate goals and a clean energy transition, the Trump administration is
leveraging trade policy for strategic dominance and militarized supply control.” Under the guise
of national security, the U.S. is perpetuating a neocolonial extractive model that subordinates the
sovereignty of the Global South to the imperatives of corporate and geopolitical power.

This report traces the contours of that agenda, from ground-level impacts in Indonesian mining
communities to the high-level trade instruments driving deregulation and dispossession. It
reveals how the United States is reshaping global trade in ways that threaten the possibility of a
just and equitable future for resource-rich nations like Indonesia.
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Indonesia and Its Role in the
Mineral Mining Industry

Indonesia is one of the most resource-rich countries in the world, sitting atop vast reserves of
nickel, copper, tin, and bauxite.” It holds roughly one-third of global nickel reserves — around
21 million metric tons —and has become the world's top producer, accounting for nearly 60% of
global nickel output in 2024 alone.”

Despite its centrality to global supply chains, Indonesia — like the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC)with its vast reserves of cobalt and other critical minerals — remains structurally
dependent on raw material exports, with limited capacity to capture value or shape trade terms.”

The stakes are exceptionally high given the structure of Indonesia’s nickel sector today. More
than 75% of production is now controlled by Chinese conglomerates — including Tsingshan and
Jiangsu Delon — operating through sprawling, vertically integrated processing complexes such
as the Indonesia Morowali Industrial Park (IMIP) and Indonesia Weda Bay Industrial Park (IWIP)."
These complexes are situated in environmentally fragile regions of Sulawesi, including Kabaena
Island and Halmahera and are powered primarily by carbon-intensive coal plants, driving some of
the world's most carbon-intensive nickel production.”

Independent investigations have documented hazardous labor conditions, land conflicts,
and water contamination underscore that local communities continue to shoulder the risks
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while profits are expatriated.” Despite the 2020 Mining Law’s vision of domestic value-added
industrialization, Indonesian-owned enterprises account for barely 13% of nickel refining.” What
has emerged is not resource sovereignty but a new form of dependency in which foreign capital
captures the value of Indonesia’s industrialization while Indonesians shoulder the environmental
and economic risks.

These industrial hubs are located in environmentally sensitive areas and on lands long inhabited
by Indigenous and rural communities that have already experienced displacement, pollution,
and loss of livelihood from mining operations. The resulting social and economic harms mirror
patterns in other resource frontiers where structural power imbalances between foreign
investors and frontline communities lead to resource extraction that could not proceed if
environmental and social impacts were weighed equitably. The global scramble for “critical
mineral security” has become a justification for sidelining public participation, weakening
regulation, and accelerating extraction under terms that replicate the exploitative models of the
past.”

Promises of quality jobs and industrialization have often failed to materialize, undermined by
elite capture, corruption, and the exclusion of local voices from meaningful participation.”
Against this backdrop, Indonesia’s 2020 export ban on raw nickel was not merely an economic
measure but an act of self-determination and a direct challenge to the status quo of neocolonial
extraction. By asserting control over its mineral wealth, Indonesia sought to reclaim agency over
industrial policy, threatening the dominance of foreign influences that have long profited from its
dependency.

The Deadly Cost of Nickel Mining in Indonesia




The Journey of Nickel

Nickel extraction in Indonesia begins with large-scale open-pit mining, often in tropical
rainforests and other environmentally sensitive zones. These operations often displace
Indigenous and rural communities, pollute freshwater sources, and scar landscapes with toxic
waste, primarily tailings and runoff.*

Tailings are the finely ground, chemically treated,
corrosive residue left after minerals are separated
from the mined rock, known as ore. Runoff refers
to polluted surface water that carries heavy metals
and sediments into surrounding rivers and coastal
ecosystems. However, the most hazardous phase
of the supply chain occurs after the ore is extracted
from the ground, during processing and refining.

The refining of nickel, primarily through high-
pressure acid leaching and other energy-intensive
methods, imposes staggering environmental and
human costs. Facilities consume massive quantities
of coal, water, and sulfuric acid, producing highly
toxic waste streams that include sulfur dioxide
emissions, acidic wastewater, and tailings laden
with arsenic, mercury, and other heavy metals.”

Photo by: Garry Lotulung
These tailings are typically stored in
large containment ponds or dams that are prone to
leaks, overflows, and catastrophic failures. In some
cases, corporations deliberately dispose of tailings
into the ocean, leading to widespread soil and
water contamination and severe harm to marine
ecosystems and coastal fishing communities.”
For every ton of nickel produced, approximately 1.6
tons of tailings are generated.”

Nickel then moves through global supply chains that conceal the damage left behind in vulnerable
communities in Indonesia. The disconnect between those who profit and those who pay the price
reflects a deeper failure of global economic governance. The result is an asymmetrical model that
rewards dereqgulation and dependency
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Harmful Corporate Practicesin
Nickel Global Supply Chains

Photo by: Garry Lotulung

Labor Rights Violations

The realities of nickel mining in Indonesia are harshly felt by the workers who struggle to

make ends meet under low wages and exploitative employment practices.”® Many face wage
manipulation, labor rights violations, and an informal employment model that leaves both local
and migrant workers highly vulnerable. These economic pressures are compounded by extreme
working conditions, where abuses can occur with little oversight.

Indonesia’s informal sector accounts for 36% of GDP, with an estimated 59% of the country’s
144 million workers engaged in informal activities.” Within the nickel supply chain, the informal
economy renders workers vulnerable to abuse due to the lack of access to protections.”
Common practices include short-term contracts, subcontracting schemes, and deceptive job
advertisements.”
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Lethal Working Conditions

Long hours, extreme heat, and lack of protective equipment lead to respiratory issues and
workplace injuries. Over the past decade, many workers have been killed or seriously injured in
recurring workplace accidents, including explosions, fires, and heavy vehicle collisions at the
nickel processing facilities.”

The U.S. State Department's 2024 report on human rights practices notes that the Indonesian
“‘government enforcement [of labor laws ] was inadequate, particularly at smaller companies and
in foreign-owned enterprises, such as Chinese-owned smelting sites, where reports of unsafe
working conditions and concerns regarding wage payments were prevalent.””’

According to a recent supply-chain mapping report, between 2019 and 2025, 104 workplace
accidents occurred in nickel smelters across Indonesia, resulting in 107 fatalities and 155
injuries.** A single explosion incident in December 2023, at a smelter owned by Tsingshan Holding
Group in IMIP, claimed the lives of 21workers, underscoring the persistent safety failures across
the sector.”

Inlate 2024, a fatal explosion occurred inside IMIP, the world's largest nickel-processing
hub. A fire broke out after an equipment blast, trapping a crane operator, Gunawan, in
the building. Videos circulated of co-workers shouting, “There’'s someone inside,” while
others sobbed as smoke filled the factory. Gunawan did not survive, and another worker
was injured.

According to interviews reported by independent media, IMIP workers have described
an environment in which accidents recur across shifts and facilities. One former IMIP
furnace operator recounted that “the wages | received did not match the risks | was
taking,”displaying burn scars on his forearm and describing years without adequate
protective gear.

Safety personnel inside the complex have echoed these concerns. A medical worker at
an IMIP-run clinic noted that injuries ranging from minor to severe “happen almost daily.”

Workers say that even when injuries are severe, companies sometimes discourage
reporting. A staff member at Risun Group, inside IMIP, said employees sometimes hide
accidents because disclosure leads to “pay cuts or warning letters.” The focus at IMIP is
not on preventing harm, “they’re learning by accident,” he said.”

Forced Labor

Migrant workers in Indonesia’s nickel mines frequently have their passports confiscated upon
arrival, receive lower-than-promised wages, and are forced to work extended hours.” Reports
indicate arbitrary wage deductions, as well as physical and verbal abuse.”
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Nickel production facilities reportedly engage in other practices consistent with forced labor
in industrial parks, including restrictions on movement, isolation, constant surveillance, and
mandatory overtime.* The U.S. State Department’s 2025 Trafficking in Persons Report states
that the Indonesian government, “did not proactively screen for trafficking among workers or
effectively oversee or enforce labor regulations in high-risk industries, including ... extractive
industries,”and that it made “limited efforts to investigate allegations of labor exploitation in
Chinese government-affiliated industrial parks,” where an estimated 6,000 Chinese migrants
work.®

Migrant workers often live in isolated dormitories under strict supervision, with minimal access

to independent labor representation or grievance mechanisms.” The combination of militarized
compounds and restricted access for journalists and researchers has shielded the industry from
scrutiny, even as workplace fatalities continue to rise.”

In 2024, the U.S. Department of Labor added Indonesian nickel to its annual list of goods
produced with forced labor.”

Anti-Union Crackdowns and Suppression of Worker Protests

Companies in Indonesia's nickel sector have used intimidation tactics to undermine worker
organizing and unionization efforts. These actions prevent workers from advocating for greater
job security, for permanent and temporary workers, as well as fair wages, reasonable hours, and
basic rights such as rest breaks and sufficient recovery time between shifts.* Several nickel
companies have been documented suppressing labor union activity and retaliating against
workers who attempt to organize.”

At PT Gunbuster Nickel Industry (GNI), for example, retaliation began soon after the National
Workers Union (Serikat Pakerja Nasional or SPN)was registered in April 2022. The company
declined to renew the contracts of key organizers, and by July 2022, at least three union leaders
had been dismissed. Following a worker strike on January 14, 2023, two additional union
members were fired, while others faced intimidation and police surveillance. In total, at least ten
union leaders were terminated. One organizer, Sunday Bulu, was initially summoned as a witness
but later charged with incitement — an offense carrying up to six years in prison —and was
reportedly forcibly transported by police while attending a labor-rights forum.

Similar patterns of suppression have been reported at IMIP, where protests stemming from
unsafe and abusive working conditions led to the firing of several union leaders."’

The U.S. State Department’s 2024 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for Indonesia

states that “the government did not effectively enforce provisions of the law protecting freedom
of association or preventing antiunion discrimination.”®
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The environmental toll of Indonesia’s nickel mining is as far-reaching as its human costs. Once-
lush rainforests and coastal ecosystems have been stripped to feed global demand, leaving
behind deforestation, toxic runoff, and rising greenhouse gas emissions. The extraction and
refining of nickel have devastated biodiversity, contaminated water sources, and displaced
Indigenous and coastal communities whose livelihoods depend on healthy ecosystems.

Deforestation

Over 500,000 hectares of rainforest have been destroyed for nickel extraction, threatening
biodiversity and Indigenous lands.* This large-scale deforestation disrupts ecosystems and
weakens natural carbon sinks, potentially accelerating climate change.” In addition, nickel
smelting releases sulfur dioxide into the atmosphere, contributing to acid rain that damages
forests and aquatic life.”

Toxic Waste

Nickel mining releases heavy metals into waterways, harming fish populations and coastal
communities. The coast of Sulawesi and Kabaena Island has experienced particularly dire
consequences. Toxic runoff from nickel mines has contaminated the ocean, turning the coast

a menacing shade of red. This waste has also impacted the local fish supply, threatening the
livelihoods of fishermen and forcing them to travel farther and farther off the coast to find fish.”

“Before the mining started, catching fish was easy. | could just step out of my house and
cast my line right in front. But now, the water beneath our homes is filled with red mud,
and the fish have gone far away. We have to travel much farther, using up to 20 liters of
fuel for a single trip. The catch is smaller every time — sometimes the money from selling
fish isn't even enough to buy fuel. Many of my friends have given up fishing and looked for
other work, but here, there aren’t many options.”

— Lahari, Bajau Fisherman from Baliara Village, Kabaena Island

Greenhouse Gas Emissions

It isironic that while nickel is essential for technologies aimed at reducing carbon emissions,
Indonesia’s nickel production is highly carbon-intensive and contributes to massive greenhouse
gas emissions. Most Indonesian nickel smelters use pyrometallurgical (high-temperature
smelting) processes powered by “captive” coal plants. These private power stations are
specifically built to run smelters, not supply the national grid, and are located near mine sites — a
setup the U.S. International Trade Commission considers highly energy-intensive.*
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Recent analysis finds that four major nickel producers in Indonesia emitted an estimated 15
million metric tons of CO,-equivalent (CO,e)in 2023, with three coal-reliant operators reporting
57 to 70 metric tons of CO, for every ton of nickel, among the highest emission intensities in the
world.” This dependence on coal-fired power has made Indonesia’s nickel sector one of the most
carbon-intensive globally.

Captive coal plant facilities generate 11.6 gigawatts (GW) of power, with another 5.5 GW under
construction and 1.5 GW awaiting approval.” For reference, one GW is approximately enough
electricity to power three-quarters of a million American homes or several million households in
Indonesia. These plants now account for 76 percent of all coal power built for private industrial
use in Indonesia.” If every project proceeds, their combined power generation capacity

would rival the total coal capacity of Thailand and the Philippines.”’ At IMIP alone, captive coal
generation is expected to reach 5 GW, about the same as Mexico's entire coal fleet.”

Without decisive intervention, sectoral emissions are projected to climb to 38.5 million metric
tons by 2028.”° With targeted decarbonization measures — such as integrating renewable power
sources and improving process efficiency — both the emissions intensity and the sector’s total
production-related emissions could be significantly reduced, allowing Indonesia to align its
critical mineral strategy with the clean energy transition that its nickel powers.
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Health Concerns

The health and water crises unfolding around Indonesia’s nickel operations reveal the profound
human toll of unchecked industrial expansion. Communities that once relied on rivers, wells,
and rainfall for sustenance now face polluted waterways and rising health risks linked to toxic
exposure. Nickel mining and smelting have contaminated drinking water, degraded soil, and
released hazardous airborne particles that infiltrate homes, bodies, and ecosystems alike.

For many residents, access to clean water —a fundamental human right — has become a daily
struggle, while workers laboring inside refineries bear the brunt of chronic iliness, respiratory
disease, and reproductive harm.

Water Contamination Leads to Health Issues

Nickel mining and smelting operations have contaminated local water supplies, posing a
threat to residents’ right to safe and clean drinking water.* Dangerous levels of pollutants have
already been detected, as industrial waste and deforestation continue to degrade surrounding
waterways.”

On Sulawesi, the freshwater has become undrinkable, forcing locals to resort to water shipped
from elsewhere, placing an extra financial burden on families, at around IDR 5,000 per gallon.*
For workers earning the regional minimum wage — roughly IDR 130,000 or USD 9 per day — the
cost of purchasing clean water has become a growing financial strain.” For many families, the
weekly cost of safe drinking water now equals an entire day’s wages, a heavy burden in regions
where households already struggle to afford food, fuel, and other essentials.

Paying for clean drinking water does not solve residents’ problems, as water-soluble forms of
nickel can enter the bloodstream when inhaled as airborne dust particles or absorbed through
the skin after contact with nickel-containing materials.** While the human body can metabolize
small amounts of nickel, higher doses may pose significant health risks including allergic skin
reactions, gastrointestinal distress, cardiovascular complications, or even cancer following
prolonged exposure.”

Additionally, soluble nickel compounds have been clearly linked to reproductive toxicity, affecting
both developmental outcomes and male reproductive health.” Studies of pregnant women
employed at nickel hydrometallurgy refining plants have reported higher rates of congenital
defects as well as spontaneous or threatened miscarriages.”
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“Fifteen years ago, it was easy to draw water from our wells — it was clear, fresh, and
always available, even during the dry season. We get our water through pipes from
Kabaena Island, and I've heard there’s mining activity operating there. Ever since then,
even a little rain turns the water cloudy and reddish. Many people here are afraid to drink
it because some get stomach aches, even after boiling it. We have had to start buying
bottled water, and some families now keep large containers just to collect rainwater. Life
has become more expensive, simply to have safe water — something we once took for
granted.”

— Ade, a Buton tribes’woman from Talaga Kecil Island

Health Impacts on Workers in Mining and Smelting

Exposure to nickel has been linked to increased rates of cancer, respiratory iliness, and allergic
contact dermatitis, with workers in smelters and refineries especially at risk for nickel-related
illnesses.” Communities near and downstream from mining may be at increased risk of asthma,
nasal congestion, and skin tumors.*

Exposure to heavy metals, particularly nickel, has been linked to a higher incidence of congenital
defects. Studies found that approximately 17% of live-born infants with nickel-exposed mothers
exhibited structural malformations.” The data indicated significantly increased relative risks

of 2.9 times for total birth defects, 6.1times for cardiovascular defects, and 1.9 times for
musculoskeletal system defects compared to infants whose mothers were not exposed.”

“Working in the mine isn't always as good as people think. But | had no other choice —

it was the only job that seemed to offer a better future. For five years, | worked as a
sampler, taking material samples before the ore was shipped. Then one day, they laid
me off without any severance pay because | was only on a short-term contract that was
renewed from time to time. | don't know if it was because | started having shortness of
breath and my hearing got worse — before that, | was completely fine. None of us have
ever received any medical support or health insurance. To get treatment, | have to travel
all the way to Bau-Bau, more than 52 kilometers across the sea — and the boat doesn't
even run every day.”

— Former nickel mine worker in Kabaena Island who requested to remain anonymous
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Before nickel leaves the ground, its extraction often begins with the erasure of communities.
Across Indonesia’s mining regions, the rapid expansion of nickel operations has displaced
Indigenous and rural populations, stripped them of livelihoods, and severed their connection to
ancestral lands. For many, nickel mining has meant the loss of home, heritage, and autonomy, a
pattern of dispossession that mirrors the colonial extractive systems Indonesia once sought to
overcome.

Displacement

Across Indonesia’s nickel-producing regions, mining expansion has been linked to widespread
land rights violations and forced evictions. Entire villages have been cleared to make way for
open-pit mines, access roads, and smelter infrastructure, often without meaningful consultation
or consent from affected communities.

For Indigenous groups such as the Sawai of Halmahera and the Moronene of Sulawesi, this
dispossession is not only economic but cultural, as ancestral lands hold spiritual meaning and
sustain collective identity.” Their reported displacement contravenes internationally recognized
rights to own, use, and control traditional territories, and free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC)
under international human rights standards.

Residents who refuse to sell their land or who organize protests have reportedly faced
intimidation, harassment, and criminalization.” Local NGOs have documented cases of homes
being demolished, farmland bulldozed, and access roads blocked by police and private security
forces. In several reported incidents, confrontations between communities and authorities have
resulted in injury or even death for people defending their land.”

In North Maluku's Weda Bay Industrial Park (IWIP), jointly operated by French, Chinese, and
Indonesian firms, Indigenous Sawai communities have reportedly been displaced from customary
lands, losing access to their forests and fishing grounds with little or no compensation.” At the
Weda Bay Industrial Park in North Maluku, communities reported being pressured to relinquish
their land to subsidiaries of Eramet and Tsingshan, with compensation far below market value
and without meaningful consultation.” In Kabaena Island, many farmers had their land seized by
mining companies without consultation or adequate compensation.”

The compensation offered by corporations —when provided at all — is typically insufficient to
replace lost homes, farmland, and livelihoods. Many families receive small lump-sum payments
that quickly dissipate, leaving them without income security or a place to live. For farming and
coastal communities, displacement leads to immediate impoverishment, food insecurity, and the
collapse of a self-sustaining way of life built around community.
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“Cashew trees used to fill my land — their harvest paid for my children’s school and our
daily needs. After the mines came, the soil changed. The trees stopped bearing fruit;
their flowers blackened and fell before ripening. | tried planting again, but nothing
grows anymore. When the company came to expand, | refused to sell my land, but they
pressured me until | gave in. They paid only IDR 3,500 (USD 0.23 cents) per square meter
and didn't count the trees, only the soil. This was more than land and trees; it was where
my family’s stories began. And now, it's gone.”

— Kadire, Farmer from Kokoe Village, Kabaena Island

Photo by: ADEK BERRY/AFP via Getty Images
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Who Benefits From These Minerals?

The nickel boom has enriched a narrow set of foreign investors and downstream buyers rather
than the Indonesian state or its citizens, and resource-rich communities bear the brunt of
deforestation, pollution, and displacement. Chinese-backed conglomerates now control

roughly three-quarters of production, operating vast smelting complexes under preferential

tax and energy arrangements.’® Western automakers and battery producers reap the rewards
downstream through secure access to low-cost, coal-powered refined nickel.” Meanwhile,
Indonesia had historically captured only a fraction of the value created. Corporations pay very low
fees to the government for extracting its minerals while contributing limited technology transfer
or long-term industrial development.”

Indonesia’s 2020 export ban on raw nickel ore marked a deliberate attempt to reverse that
pattern.” The policy aimed to move the country up the value chain by requiring domestic
processing, stimulating local investment, and raising fiscal revenues.* More than a trade
measure, it was an effort to reclaim sovereignty over mineral governance and to deploy the same
industrial policy tools once used by now wealthy countries to develop their own industries.

The logic behind the export ban was simple. Value addition occurs during processing and
manufacturing, not extraction. By retaining those stages within its borders, Indonesia sought to
create skilled jobs, attract technology transfer, and keep a greater share of profits circulating

in the domestic economy. Yet this strategy challenged a global economic order that privileges
unrestricted access to low-cost raw materials. The export ban threatened to shift value creation
from processing hubs abroad to production within Indonesia, forcing multinational corporations
to build, hire, and invest locally. For trading partners accustomed to extracting value offshore,
that rebalancing was intolerable.

The backlash was swift. The European Union filed a complaint at the World Trade Organization
(WTO), arguing that Indonesia’s export ban violated global trade rules.* Multinational investors
based in the Global North used their privileged access to trade negotiators to convince their
governments that the policy would distort global supply chains.* Yet what these objections truly
revealed was how entrenched the neocolonialist asymmetries remain. The same measures that
once built wealth in Europe and the United States are portrayed as illegitimate when Global South
nations attempt to do the same.

In that sense, Indonesia’'s export ban serves as a litmus test for whether Global South nations can
truly govern their own resources in the era of critical minerals. The question of who benefits from
nickelis, atits core, a question of power. Whether the rules of the global economy will continue
to extract value from Global South countries or finally allow it to remain where it is sourced. The
next phase of this struggle is now unfolding through a series of bilateral negotiations with the
United States. The Trump administration has framed such deals as promoting “resilience” and
“security,” but in practice, the deals will likely reinstate the very asymmetries Indonesia sought to
overcome.”
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Trump's U.S.-Indonesia Trade “Framework”
Deal: High Stakes, Low Transparency

The race for critical minerals has led to an increasing number of bilateral deals between Global
North countries and resource-rich countries in the Global South. Under the Biden administration,
discussions surrounding critical minerals focused primarily on advancing climate goals, green
energy technologies, and the global transition to renewable energy.”

Some unintended consequences in the design and implementation of the Inflation Reduction
Act (IRA) climate legislation, including its electric vehicle tax credits, spurred the creation of
anew legal instrument known as a Critical Minerals Agreement (CMA).” Although the Biden
administration framed the pursuit of CMAs as tools to advance the fight against climate change,
unions, human rights advocates, and environmental justice organizations cautioned that signing
CMAs without robust safeguards could incentivize more dangerous and environmentally harmful
mining in resource-rich countries.”

Now, the climate-hostile Trump administration has moved to eliminate the renewable energy
tax credits under the IRA, yet the push to secure critical minerals has only intensified. Instead
of grounding this agenda in the clean energy transition, the administration has framed critical
minerals as essential to national security and military dominance, particularly to expand
U.S.mining investments worldwide and counter China's Belt and Road Initiative. To advance
this strategy, the administration has pushed “minerals-for-security” deals in Ukraine and
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the Democratic Republic of Congo, and has used harsh tariffs to pressure governments into
negotiating agreements that provide the United States preferential access to their minerals.”

Indonesia’s restriction on raw nickel exports was a prime target. During his April 2, 2025
“Liberation Day”announcement, President Trump threatened a whopping 32 % tariff on
Indonesian exports under his ‘reciprocal tariff’ regime.*” He then announced a 90-day pause

on those reciprocal tariffs, as part of his broader coercive strategy designed to strong-arm
governments into concessions.” The Indonesian government joined dozens of panicked nations
in negotiating deals with the Trump administration to avoid the worst of his punishing tariffs.*”

In July 2025, the Trump administration announced a “Framework for U.S.-Indonesia Agreement
on Reciprocal Trade.”” The only public information was a joint statement issued by both
governments outlining a shortlist of commitments to be negotiated into a formal deal later. The
statement indicated that Indonesia had agreed to eliminate national requlations and other “non-
tariff barriers” affecting more than 99% of U.S. exports to Indonesia in exchange for reducing the
threatened tariff on Indonesian goods from 32% to 19%.% Among Indonesia’s concessions was a
commitment to “remove restrictions on exports to the United States of industrial commodities,
including critical minerals.”®

Against this backdrop, the Indonesian government has since indicated that it disagrees with
some elements of the “framework” announced by the Trump administration.” To date, no
negotiating text of any formal agreement has been released, and neither the U.S. Congress
nor the Indonesian or American people have had an opportunity to participate in any public
consultation process.”

Under the Constitution, trade agreements that alter tariffs or create binding obligations fall under
congressional authority.” Trump, however, is negotiating these deals in secret without seeking
congressional input or approval as part of his broader overreach of executive authority.”’As noted,
there was widespread bipartisan concern about the lack of transparency and congressional
consultation during the Biden administration’s negotiation of the U.S.-dapan Critical Minerals
Agreement. Under Trump, the U.S.-Indonesia framework was negotiated under even greater
secrecy and could have negative implications if, as early indications suggest, it will require
Indonesia to dismantle export restrictions that have been the core governance tools for managing
its nickel sector.

While the framework deal references labor and environmental standards, there is no indication
that these provisions will be binding or enforceable. Without enforceability, they are unlikely

to incentivize improvements in labor, environmental, or human rights conditions in the highly
dangerous and pollution-intensive mining sector.”

The U.S.-Indonesia trade framework is only one example. Across the world, Trump continues

to wield his sweeping “reciprocal” tariffs to pressure countries into conceding to U.S. demands
to avoid the worst of his punitive tariffs.”” If finalized, the U.S.-Indonesia deal would set a
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dangerous precedent for other resource-rich countries that attempt to exercise economic self-
determination. Rather than supporting sovereign, sustainable development models, the United
States is actively undermining them.

The newly released U.S.-Malaysia illustrates this direction clearly. Announced on October 26,
2025, the deal requires Malaysia to undertake extensive changes to its domestic laws and
regulations — many of which align with the interests of U.S. corporate actors, especially Big

Tech —while imposing virtually no reciprocal obligations on the United States. It further prohibits
Malaysia from restricting exports of its own minerals, such as Indonesia has done for its raw
nickel to advance domestic industrialization. Labor and environmental standards appear in name
only, without any meaningful mechanisms for monitoring or enforcement.'”

At a time when transparent, enforceable, and just trade frameworks are more necessary than

ever, the United States is moving in the opposite direction, toward opaque agreements that
constrain the policy space of resource-rich nations in the Global South.
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Policy Recommendations

As the United States and its partners seek to secure access to critical minerals through bilateral
deals, it is imperative that these efforts do not replicate the extractivist models of exploitation
and dispossession that have plagued the Global South since the era of colonialism and continued
through trade and investment treaties."™ Future deals for critical minerals must prioritize
long-term environmental health and community well-being over short-term profit and instead
help strike a balance between the growing demand for critical minerals and the rights of the
communities that supply them.

The following recommendations, informed by the expertise of the Indonesian environmental
protection organization Satya Bumi and aligned with the demands of international civil society,
aim to promote ajust, sustainable, and rights-based critical minerals trade framework.

-y Ensure Transparency, Participation, and
©_ ¢ Democratic Oversight

O Mandate broad public participation and consultation in all minerals-related trade and
investment negotiations, with accessible avenues for input from frontline and Indigenous
communities.

O Require all critical mineral-related deals to undergo Congressional review and approval.

O Publish draft and final texts of mineral-related agreements prior to signature to allow for
informed stakeholder scrutiny.

O Require transparency throughout the supply chain, including the disclosure of beneficial
ownership of all companies, to identify and address unethical practices and enable
consumers and stakeholders to make informed decisions.

.4 % Uphold Labor, Human Rights, and Indigenous
== Peoples’ Protections

O Respect the rights of frontline and Indigenous peoples by upholding Free, Prior, and
Informed Consent (FPIC) as enshrined in the International Labour Organization's (ILO)
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention No.169 and the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), and the Indigenous Peoples and Free, Prior and
Informed Consent chapter of the Initiative for Responsible Mining Assurance (IRMA). This
must include an ongoing process that allows communities to grant or withdraw consent for
mining activities on their lands and obtain a social license for such projects.
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O Protect workers'rights and safety by adopting and enforcing laws and regulations
necessary to fulfill obligations set within the International Labor Organization's (ILO) core
conventions on forced labor, child labor, equal remuneration, discrimination and the right
to organize, and collective bargaining, as well as standards based on the ILO's Safety and
Health in Mines Convention (No. 176) and IRMA's Occupational Health & Safety chapter.

O Prohibit forced labor, child labor, and discrimination, and require robust health and
safety measures in all mining and processing operations.

O Formalize the Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining (ASM) sector in Indonesia to improve
safety, wages, and working conditions.

"7\ Advance a Circular and Sustainable Minerals
./ Economy

O Adopt a circular economy model that reduces the need for newly mined minerals by
minimizing reuse, refurbishment, and recycling.

O Ban deep-sea tailings disposal in nickel and other mineral mining, given its irreversible
environmental harm.

O Promote maximum environmental benefits and minimal environmental harm within
critical minerals supply chains by adopting and enforcing laws and requlations to fulfill
obligations under relevant Multilateral Environmental Agreements and related standards
setin IRMA.

] Promote Fair Economic Development and Shared
W% Value

O Support sustainable development and job creation by investing in value-added
processing and manufacturing in producing regions, allowing communities to participate
fully in the mineral value chain.

O Provide financial and technical assistance to help Indonesia and other partners develop
strategic industries that advance national sovereignty and equitable growth.

w Accountability and Enforcement

O Require companies to commit to ethical nickel sourcing.

O Ensure robust enforcement of human and labor rights and environmental safequards by
providing capacity-building, technical assistance and other support toward implementing
these international obligations.
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O Establish facility-specific enforcement mechanisms that allow affected communities to
file complaints and ensure timely investigations of rights violations and impose penalties
for violations to be sufficient to discourage bad corporate behavior and aimed at the
commercial entities directly benefiting from the rights violation rather than entire nations.

O Phase out Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS) provisions from existing investment
treaties, which have been used to challenge legitimate public-interest regulations in the
mining sector, to preserve national sovereignty and policy space. Even in the absence of an
ISDS provision with the United States, American investors can exploit investor protections
through third-country treaties or shell companies to sue governments.
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