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SUMMARY 

The governments of the lithium triangle countries have been trying to find a place in the lithium 

production value chain that reflects their crucial role in it. Either by partial control or total 

control, the governments of Latin American lithium mining countries have been trying to strike 

a balance between losing mining revenue and losing mining ventures entirely. The discussion 

between fighting the threat of eco-imperialism and losing support for mining due to resource 

nationalism is discussed in this paper.   
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Headlines 

-The eco-imperialism in extractivist countries poses a significant threat to the economies of 

mining and processing countries in the lithium triangle.  

-The resource nationalism of extractivist countries slows and complicates the development of 

green energy solutions. 

Background 

Situated within the salares of Chile, Bolivia, and Argentina, the lithium triangle holds about 60% 

of the world’s lithium stores. Lithium is the future of green energy, a “transitional metal” 

(Lehuedé et. al.) that can fuel electric cars and rechargeable batteries. Though mining practices 

have created much environmental stress in the triangle as well as harm to the indigenous 

peoples in the region, they have also introduced economic complications into the world of 

lithium production (Rizky). To try and combat eco-imperialism, countries controlling the land in 

the lithium triangle have implemented policies to gain some control over the production and 

sale of lithium in a process called resource nationalism (ibid).  

Eco-imperialism in the Lithium Triangle  

Latin American countries have been subject to colonial and imperialist control for over 500 

years, since the arrival of conquistadores on the continent. Despite the independence and 

sovereignty of each Latin American country, many countries have remained under the thumb of 

imperial entities in the Global North. To battle this continuation of imperialism and improve 

their position in the value chain, countries such as Chile and Bolivia have attempted to gain 

more control over lithium production while also bolstering lithium production itself (ibid). 

Nevertheless, it persists.  

Major buyers of lithium, considered “core” countries by many researchers (Lehuedé et. al), 

benefit from the ‘cheap’ production of lithium happening in the lithium triangle (ibid). Because 

prices of lithium coming out of the area remain relatively low, major countries have been able 

to fuel their transition to green energy (Rizky). However, these countries do not bear the 

destructive environmental externalities, and internationally-funded mining companies like 

Sociedad Quimica y Minera (SQM) and Albermarle in Chile have not been offsetting these 

externalities (Otero et. al).  

Environmental destruction, such as sinking salares and loss of flora and fauna (Rentier et. al), 

affects most heavily the Indigenous populations living on the salares—those who arguably 

cause the least environmental impact and have the smallest carbon footprints (Lehuedé et. al). 

Countries in the Global North have been funding mining companies and buying up lithium stock 

to fuel their ‘greener future’ with little regard for these populations who are now bearing the 

consequences of both fossil fuel-caused climate change and the exploitation of the ecosystem 

in their land (Otero et. al). This is considered eco-imperialism (the exploitation of resources and 
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resource-rich countries by wealthier, further developed countries in the name of 

environmentalism) in that, to keep resources ‘cheap’ and create a more ‘sustainable’ future for 

the Global North, the externalities of mining and climate change are weighing on the 

populations of Latin America (Lehuedé et. al), continuing the legacy of colonialism and 

imperialism in the name of saving the planet.  

Resource Nationalism in the Lithium Triangle  

To fight the export-oriented fate that lithium triangle countries face as demand for lithium 

skyrockets, Chile and Bolivia have implemented different involvement strategies to keep 

control over lithium (Rizky). This is considered resource nationalism by many economic 

theorists (ibid). In Chile, President Gabriel Boric has tried to keep some control over lithium 

production while also keeping good relations with buying entities like the EU—thus keeping 

foreign investment involved in the buying and selling of lithium. However, Boric has also, in 

what he calls the ‘National Lithium Strategy,’ “strengthen[ed] the hand of the state in future 

public-private partnerships in the lithium sector” (ibid). Though Boric has not severed contracts 

already existing between mining companies in the state, he encouraged state participation 

before these contracts expire.  

These actions do not take total control of the country’s lithium production and the major 

companies that mine it, but they do impose some nationalized control over the landscape of 

lithium. In Bolivia, on the other hand, government control and resource nationalism have been 

the norm.  

Lithium in Bolivia has not been mined in significant amounts since the 1990s, despite the efforts 

of the country’s government (ibid). Because of the protests of indigenous communities and civil 

society, Bolivia has not yet found its place in the global lithium market. During Evo Morales’ 

presidency, another attempt to jumpstart lithium production was made, though his 

nationalized approach and resource nationalist ideologies could not be funded—his method of 

resource nationalism could not support the infrastructure required for lithium production (ibid). 

The future of Bolivian lithium, though uncertain, now involves a collaboration between the 

state-owned lithium company and Chinese battery giant CATL.  

This abandonment of resource nationalism by Bolivia and the less rigorous approach to lithium 

control in Chile suggests that lithium will never be fully in the hands of the lithium triangle 

countries. Despite this, it seems the lithium triangle countries have staved off being subjected 

to an export-oriented fate for now.  

Conflicting Views: How Will Lithium Help and Hinder Latin American 

Populations?  

Eco-imperialism remains a very real threat. Especially with the lack of research on the impacts 

of lithium mining practices, it is unclear how much of an effect these practices will have on Latin 
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American lithium mining countries. Trying to gain complete control over the mining to advance 

in the value chain of the crucial metal’s extraction, processing, and production appears 

counterintuitive and seemingly impossible, as Bolivia’s case suggests.  

Without proper regulation upon mining companies to get mining revenue into the countries, 

eco-imperialism is almost guaranteed to happen. To offset the externalities of lithium mining 

practices, mining companies should be subjected to some government control and 

involvement. Governments and populations in the lithium triangle alike should be given a say in 

lithium production and sale, and the profits from this lucrative business must reach the 

populations that will most be affected by mining.  

However, it seems like resource nationalism is not the way to make sure the lithium triangle 

countries get the revenue and value chain positioning they desire. With this in mind, the 

policies created in the future will most likely include foreign investment and involvement, 

coupled with assistance and support from the governments of lithium triangle countries, to 

develop a mining practice that fights imperialism without losing investment entirely.  
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