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Note of the Chairs
Fellow delegates,
We are delighted to welcome you all to the United Nations Human Rights
Council of the Model United Nations Student Association 2022. Both of us
are honoured to be chairing this committee this year and look forward to
moderating this conference.
For this year’s edition, the Human Rights Council will be debating on a
relevant, yet often unheard-of topic: Human Rights Abuses in the
extraction and distribution of natural resources: the case of coltan. When
selecting this topic, we have taken into account its pervasive nature and its
close links with globalisation and international supply chains, concepts
that have become increasingly relevant and controversial over the last
decade. With a strong desire to implement more sustainable growth and
production models, Western states are having difficulties tackling human
rights abuses in third countries, and outsourcing activities are generating
heated debates and criticism amongst civil society and activist groups. We
believe and trust in your abilities to shed new light on the issue and
propose solutions that respect Human Rights and fundamental liberties.
Keep in mind that this study guide should serve you as a solid starting
point, but that any further endeavours will enrich the debate and surely
put some of your colleagues on the spot, turning the debate into a real
reflection of international diplomacy and relations. The objective of this
conference is, after all, to learn and foster critical thinking, yet please do not
forget to enjoy the journey too.
Having said this, we will be delighted to greet you all in September.
We wish you some fruitful investigation!
Kind regards,
Andrea Flores and Imanol Olite.
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Information about the Committee
The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC, hereon) is an
intergovernmental body within the United Nations system that focuses on
upholding and protecting Human Rights around the world, in line with
article 1.3 of the UN Charter, which frames the organisation’s interest in
“encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms.”
The Human Rights Council was created by the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA hereon) on the 15th of March 2006, via its resolution
60/251. One year after its creation, the Council itself adopted the
Institution-Building package to set up the necessary procedures to guide
its operations and work. From this package, the Complaint Procedure
deserves due notice, as it incorporates the mechanism that allows
individuals and organisations to inform the Council about Human Rights
violations.
Furthermore, the UNHRC also counts on the UN Special Procedures that
were put in place by the former Commission on Human Rights. These
processes engage different actors, including special representatives and
independent experts, that are in charge of monitoring, evaluating and
addressing particular themes or Human Rights situations in specific areas,
contributing to a more thorough and comprehensive understanding of
abuses around the world.
Regarding its composition, the Council is composed of 47 Member States,
which are elected by the majority of the UNGA members through direct
and secret ballot. During this election, the General Assembly considers the
candidate states’ commitment to the promotion of Human Rights, as
membership necessarily entails an obligation to uphold high standards for
Human Rights and fundamental liberties. This last requirement was
introduced by the same resolution that created the Council, given the
potential contradictions that could arise with the membership of States
with poor Human Rights records.
On a final note, in contrast with other formations, such as the UN Security
Council, the UNHRC’s composition truthfully reflects the geographical
weight of each region. In this sense, seats are distributed equitably among
5 regions, as follows: African and Asia-Pacific States are allocated 13 seats
each, Latin American and Caribbean States are given 8 seats, Western
European and other States occupy 7 seats, and the remaining 6 seats are
4

filled by the Eastern European States. Each Member is elected for a period
of 3 years and cannot be re-elected immediately after having served two
consecutive terms.
Argentina, Armenia, Benin, Bolivia, Brazil, Cameroon, China, Côte d’Ivoire,
Cuba, Czech Republic, Eritrea, Finland, France, Gabon, Gambia, Germany,
Honduras, India, Indonesia, Japan, Kazakhstan, Libya, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malawi, Malaysia, the Marshall Islands, Mauritania, Mexico,
Montenegro, Namibia, Nepal, Netherlands, Pakistan, Paraguay, Poland,
Qatar, the Republic of Korea, the Russian Federation1, Senegal, Somalia,
Sudan, Ukraine, the United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland, the United States of America and Venezuela
are today, the 47 members of the UNHRC. Their mandates expire at
different times, meaning that the UNGA only elects a portion of the
Council every year.

1

The Russian Federation’s mandate expired on April 7th, 2022, as a consequence of its military
intervention in Ukraine.
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Introduction to the Topic
Coltan is an abbreviation for “columbite-tantalite”, a dull metallic ore.
Thanks to its capacity to resist high temperatures, and its ability to retain
and transfer electric signals, Coltan has become one of the most used
materials in the electronics industry and, especially, in the production of
devices such as mobile phones, computers and others. As a result, due to
the ever-growing digitalization of the world and the low rate of recycling
for coltan, its demand has skyrocketed during the last few years, turning
this mineral into one of the most valuable natural resources worldwide.
Currently, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Brazil account for
the greatest part of the world’s coltan production, with other relevant
producers being Nigeria, China and Australia. However, it is estimated that
the DRC has the world’s largest reserves of the mineral, with up to 80%.
Moreover in 2021 coltan production in the country reached 700 metric
tons2, making it the largest producer with a huge margin over the second
one, Brazil. As a result, the Central African country has become the
epicentre of the global coltan exploitation system.

Figure 1: Top 10 main producers of tantalum worldwide in 2021. Source:
Own elaboration with data from Statista (2021).
Besides commercial exploitation by established companies, a great
percentage of coltan is obtained through very manual and traditional
methods. In this sense, we can distinguish two basic extraction methods:
direct mining and collection of materials from the discarded tailings of
2

Statista (2022). Mine production of coltan worldwide in 2021, by country (in tonnes).
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mining complexes. The first one has several similarities to how gold was
mined in California during the 19th century3: miners dig out rocks from
tunnels using hand manual tools and with little to no safety equipment.
The other method consists in examining the residues created by mines to
look for any traces of material that may have not been collected. The rocks
obtained are then washed and sorted in rivers and water streams to obtain
the final mineral.
Precisely due to the artisanal and human-based nature of some of the
production methods, the extraction and distribution of coltan in many
parts of the world, and especially in the DRC, has been closely linked to
gross violations of Human Rights (HHRR). This situation, added to the
systemic civil and military conflicts fuelled by the production of this
mineral, has earned coltan the status of “conflict mineral”.
The first concerning situation linked to the production of coltan is related
to job insecurity. Several humanitarian organisations have reported that
the mineral is extracted under terrible working conditions: workers are
forced to do extremely long shifts in very tough conditions, the risk of fatal
accidents due to the collapse of tunnels is very high, and they are
continually exposed to radioactive materials such as cobalt, uranium and
radium without having any security equipment to protect themselves.
Just as an example, the Institute for Security Studies (ISS) reported in 2021
that, as a result of the exploitation of coltan, miners -including children- are
daily exposed to Radon, a harmful substance that has been related with
lung cancer4.
Another concerning issue is the negative impact on health derived from
the constant exposure to these toxic materials. Diseases and illnesses
linked with this include Hard Metal Lung Disease, respiratory
sensibilization and shortness of breath, asthma, decreased pulmonary
function and dermatitis, amongst others.
Child labour is also commonly found in coltan operations. In 2014, UNICEF
estimated that approximately 40.000 boys and girls5 were working in
3

University of Waterloo. Coltan.
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Ojewale, O. (2021). Child miners: the dark side of the DRC’s coltan wealth. Institute for Security
Studies.
5

Walther, C. (2012). In DR Congo, UNICEF supports efforts to help child labourers return to school.
Relief Web.
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mines only in the Southern regions of the DRC; most of them were
involved in the extraction of cobalt. In this sense, children are a very
important part of the workforce for these activities, as their reduced height
and volume allow them to fit better into tiny tunnels in mines. The issue of
child labour is closely linked with the lack of proper access to education for
a huge part of the population, which end up working in these operations
to earn some money or to fund their school fees.
Extortion and forced labour are also concerning practices in most coltan
mines. As reported by several organisations and journalists, a remarkable
part of workers in the mines of coltan are forced workers who are
threatened and have no other option but to accept and start working. A
great number of workers in these places usually include either displaced
people, war prisoners or prisoners who are promised a reduction of their
sentence or local villagers with low incomes: groups of people who are
easier to manipulate. This forced labour is based on networks of corruption,
human trafficking and exploitation fuelled by the everlasting conflicts in
the regions where the resources are located.
Finally, women are comparatively more affected by the bad conditions of
these work environments, as they suffer from rape, physical abuse,
blackmail and discriminatory treatment.
The negative factors surrounding the production and distribution of coltan
are not an easy task to solve, and despite the efforts made by the
international community, the practices and situations mentioned above
are still found on a daily basis in mines and operations, and the reasons
why these situations remain valid are diverse.
The main reason for this is the lack of capacity by governments to ensure
the rule of law and compliance with the existing legislation. Weak
institutions are incapable of enforcing property rights, and they do not
have the tools to conduct supervision tasks to evaluate the situation of
workers in mining operations. Moreover, in the case of the DRC, some of
the regions where coltan mines are located are de facto controlled by
militias or rebel groups that promote conflicts to control the extraction of
these natural resources; a scheme that makes it even more complicated
for national authorities to take control of the situation.
Another concerning factor is the lack of due diligence by the businesses
and big companies that buy these products. Despite the apparent
commitment of important international firms to fight against the use of
8

coltan that was linked to violations of Human Rights, the Due Diligence
Guidance for Responsible Supply Chains of Minerals from Conflict-Affected
and High-Risk Areas, created by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, came to the conclusion that most
companies were failing to conduct appropriate human rights supervision
on the products they bought. Additionally, a United Nations report
published in December 2008 showed that huge amounts of the ore
mineral were still being exported to Europe and other developed countries
despite claims against Congolese Coltan.
Finally, in the case of the Democratic Republic of Congo, the overall social,
political and economic situation has turned the country into a breeding
ground for these practices. The DRC was among the 15 countries with the
lowest HDI in 2018, the poverty rate is 80% and life expectancy is set at 58
years. Moreover, the country has been immersed in huge conflicts with
militias but also with neighbouring countries, and its economical and
living standards have been deeply affected by it. As a result, the population
is forced to accept working positions in filthy conditions to survive.
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Key definitions
UN Charter: The UN Charter is the founding text of the United Nations, the
document that recognises the organisation’s legal personality. It was
signed in 1945, in San Francisco, and came into force that same year. When
referring to the UN’s mission, one must refer to Chapter I of the Charter,
which incorporates articles 1 and 2 on the organisation’s purposes.
UNGA Resolution 60/251: Adopted in March 2006 by the UNGA, this
resolution focused on the establishment of “the Human Rights Council,
based in Geneva, in replacement of the Commission on Human Rights, as
a subsidiary organ of the General Assembly”.
Coltan: Columbite-tantalite is a dull metallic ore which can be found in
major quantities in the eastern areas of the Democratic Republic of Congo.
When refined, this ore becomes metallic tantalum, which is a
heat-resistant powder-like substance that is able to hold a high electrical
charge. This is the reason why coltan is an essential element to create
capacitors that control current flow inside miniature circuit boards used in
cell phones, laptops, and other electronics.
Conflict minerals: Conflict minerals are natural resources that are
extracted in a conflict zone and traded to perpetuate instability and
insecurity. Amongst them, tin, tungsten, tantalum and gold (3TG),
extracted from the eastern Congo, are four of the most commonly
extracted conflict minerals. Consumer electronics are considered to be
their main final use.
Hard Metal Lung Disease: HMLD is a rare disease caused by exposure to
particles of hard metal alloys whose main components are tungsten and
cobalt.
Child labour: Child labour is defined as work that deprives children of their
childhood, their potential and their dignity, and that damages their
mental, physical, social or moral integrity. Some of the worst forms of child
labour include modern slavery, trafficking, child pornography and
prostitution.
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Displaced people: Displaced people are those who have been forced to
leave their homes and flee to a different location within (internal
displacement) or beyond (international displacement) their country of
origin’s borders.
War prisoners: War prisoners are those who have been held captive,
legitimate or illegitimately, by a belligerent power during or immediately
after an armed conflict.
Due diligence: When a business or individual incorporates reasonable due
diligence practices it thoroughly investigates new projects before joining
them, mainly to assess risks and improve existing decision-making
processes by increasing the quantity and quality of information available.
In short, due diligence requires parties to act with a certain standard of
care.
Second Congo War: Also known as the Great War of Africa or the Great
African War, this conflict began in the Democratic Republic of Congo in
1998. Its causes and triggering events were somewhat similar to those of
the First Congo War. Regarding the post-conflict environment, even
though a peace agreement was signed in 2003 (Sun City Agreement),
violence has continued in some regions of the country, engaging several
militias and rebel groups.
MONUSCO: MONUSCO is the United Nations Organisation Stabilisation
Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Its main tasks are
protecting civilians and consolidating peace in the DRC.
Modern slavery: Slavery dates back to ancient times, and although it is
now universally prohibited by article 4 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights of 1948, it continues to exist. According to the United States’
State Department, modern slavery takes place whenever a person has
been recruited, transported or compelled to work by ‘force, fraud or
coercion.
Debt bondage: Bonded labour or peonage takes place when a person
offers labour in exchange for a loan or to pay off a debt inherited from a
relative. It often resembles a standard labour contract, but the worker is
rarely able to repay the principal and interest.
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History of the Topic
Global demand for coltan steadily increased during the decade of the 90s,
reaching its peak at the end of 2000 with the expansion of the
digitalisation process. During this period the demand for electronic devices
such as mobile phones substantially grew, and so did the demand for
coltan, as it is one of the main materials needed to create these products.
As a result, the market prices skyrocketed: from US$30 per pound in 1999
to US$380 per pound in December 20006.
The high prices of coltan in the international markets were the main cause
of what was called the “coltan Fever”: all of a sudden, all eyes turned into
the coltan mines in countries such as the Democratic Republic of the
Congo. In these countries, but especially in the less developed ones, the
huge demand for this mineral provoked a huge change of direction in
many regional economies, which started to increasingly focus on this
natural resource. As a result, many locals abandoned their traditional ways
of living to start working in the mines, children left school to start earning
some money for their families, big companies entered the regional
markets, and rebel groups and other militia started their clashes to take
control over this resource.
With the increasing demand, the pressure on workers and the already
existing infrastructures started growing, and abuses and violations of
individual rights started becoming more frequent. Even though it is
difficult to quantify these abuses (there is little evidence to prove them),
the death toll in coltan mines has increased over the years. For example, in
2002 at least 30 people died in an accident, in 2020 three workers died
during violent clashes in a mine in Eastern Congo7, and in 2019 14
Congolese families represented by International Rights Advocates sued
technological companies such as Apple, Google, Tesla and Microsoft over

6

Totolo, E. (2009). Coltan and conflict in the DRC. International Relations and Security Network.

7

Amnesty International (2016). Democratic Republic of Congo: “This is what we die for”: Human
rights abuses in the Democratic Republic of the Congo power the global trade in cobalt.
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deaths and injuries of miners including children8. These are just some
examples, and the death toll would be probably higher if we take into
account, for instance, that when mine tunnels collapse most of the dead
bodies remain buried. Moreover, most of the cases of physical abuse or
other negligent practices are never known, as workers are afraid of the
negative consequences it might have for them to report these situations.
As it has been previously stated, the Democratic Republic of the Congo is
the country with the highest amount of coltan reserves. Consequently, it is
also the country where abuses of Human Rights linked to the extraction of
this product are more frequent. The mineral was first discovered in the
DRC in 1910, more concretely in the Kivu region, located in the Eastern part
of the country. Back then, what is now the country was part of Belgium’s
colonial empire, and during this period the metropolis systematically
exploited all of its natural resources, including gold, cobalt and diamonds.
Regarding coltan, it was not until the beginning of the 90s that the mineral
gained relevance, and before it was just a byproduct obtained through the
extraction of other minerals.
In the case of the DRC, it is also important to highlight the role of
economic benefits obtained from coltan in the Second Congo War. Also
known as the “African World War” due to the high number of countries
involved (eight African nations took part), this conflict caused the highest
number of deaths in a war since the Second World War, and the fight
between rebel groups, militias and other actors over the control of coltan is
said to have fuelled the conflict, which has left a devastated and unstable
country. In this sense, back in 2001 the United Nations Panel of Experts on
the Illegal Exploitation of Natural Resources and Other Forms of Wealth of
the Democratic Republic of the Congo highlighted the crucial role of
coltan in the financing of the war9. Moreover, the report made by this
group of experts pointed for the first time ever at the actors involved in the
conflict.
The Second Congo War officially ended in 2003 with the signature of the
Sun City Agreement, which set the guidelines for a pacific democratic
transition in the DRC, including the establishment of a multi-party
government and the withdrawal of foreign troops from the country’s
8

BBC News (2019). Top tech firms sued over DR Congo cobalt mining deaths.

9

UN News (2003). DR of Congo: UN panel on plunder of resources publishes final report.
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territory. The agreement was reached after several failed attempts, such as
the Lusaka Ceasefire Agreement (1999) or the Gbadolite Agreement (2002).
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Previous Actions on the matter
The issue on hand has been a cause of concern for the international
community for the past decades. In order to address it and come up with
effective solutions, many actions and initiatives have emerged.
The United Nations has been one of the main leaders in this sense. In June
2000, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) launched the United
Nations Panel of Experts on the Illegal Exploitation of Natural Resources
and Other Forms of Wealth of the Democratic Republic of the Congo
through resolution S/PRST/2000/20. This special working group was set up
to monitor and investigate the different illegal forms of exploitation of
natural resources and other valuable resources in the DRC, with coltan
being from the beginning in the centre of its eyes.
In 2001 this same panel of experts released a report where they
highlighted the relevance of coltan exploitation in the financing of conflicts
in the country10. Moreover, for the first time ever it brought into light the
so-called coltan chains and listed several actors involved in them.
The task of this working group continued throughout the years. In 2003,
the panel released another report where they warned that illegal
exploitation remained one of the main sources of funding for groups
involved in perpetuating conflict11. As a distinctive feature, this report
included a list of companies divided into five categories according to the
level of cooperation they had given to the investigation and the status of
their cases12.
As part of the recommendations, the group suggested “increased
efficiency in border control, the break-up of large state-owned mineral
resource companies, effective integration of the new armed forces and the
creation of a natural resources fund which would attempt to ensure that
the benefits from mining go to the people of the country”13.

10

United Nations (2001). The Security Council condemns illegal exploitation of Democratic Republic
of Congo’s natural resources.
11

UN News (2003). DR of Congo: UN panel on plunder of resources publishes final report.
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UN News (2003). DR of Congo: UN panel on plunder of resources publishes final report.
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UN News (2003). DR of Congo: UN panel on plunder of resources publishes final report.
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For the years coming the United Nations has kept linking the extraction of
resources such as coltan with the political instability not only in the DRC,
but in the whole Great Lakes region. In 2019, UNSC’s resolution S/RES/2502
(2019) put the focus in the cross-border dimension of the issue and
encouraged the UN Special Envoy for the Great Lakes region and
MONUSCO to “seek political solutions to stop the cross-border flows of
armed combatants, arms and conflict minerals that threaten peace and
stability in the DRC, by aligning strategies and conducting
information-sharing and coordinating their respective reporting”14.
Also within the United Nations, in 2011 the United Nations Human Rights
Council (UNHRC) endorsed the UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights, which aim to increase global companies’ awareness on the
respect for international human rights in their daily processes. This
mechanism also raised the idea of creating Human Rights due diligence
systems in businesses to detect potential violations of the same related to
the products they use or the activities they carry out. In the same
resolution, the Council passed the creation of the UN Working Group on
Business & Human Rights.
Other international organisations have also developed legislation or special
programmes to tackle the issue. In 2017, the European Union (EU)
launched the Conflicts Minerals Regulation. The tool, which entered into
force in 2021, is directed towards preventing the exportation of conflict
minerals and other kinds of metals to the EU with the aim of reducing
cases of abuse and forced labour on workers. This regulation focuses only
on four minerals: tin, tantalum, tungsten and gold. Concurrently, the
European Commission decided to launch an online platform in which
businesses can voluntarily share information on their due diligence
mechanisms related to mineral resources.
In the same line of the EU, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) created the OECD Due Diligence Guidance for
Responsible Supply Chains of Minerals from Conflict-Affected and
High-Risk Areas, a series of recommendations addressed to companies to
help them reduce its impact on conflicts linked to the extraction of natural
resources15.
14

UNSC (2019). S/RES/2502.
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OECD. OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Supply Chains of Minerals from
Conflict-Affected and High-Risk Areas.
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Other institutions have put the focus on the tracing process of the
minerals. It is the case of the International Tin Research Institute (ITRI),
which developed the International Tin Supply Chain initiative (iTSCi): a tool
that helps businesses in tracking the origin of the materials they use and
detecting the ones the production of which might be linked to HHRR
abuses. The iTSCi is based on the cooperation between companies,
governments and sectors of the civil society and aims to create
“responsible mineral supply chains”16.
As mentioned before, the Democratic Republic of the Congo is the most
affected country by this issue, and the government has steadily tried to
tackle the problem without huge success as of now. In 2002, the DRC’s
government passed the Mining Code, a national legislation that
established the Artisanal Mining Zones (ZEAs) as the only areas in the
country where artisanal mining could take place legally. In 2018, President
Joseph Kabila signed into law a new mining code for the country, which
aimed to improve the legal framework for the mining sector and provide
more benefits to the government and the local communities. Despite the
efforts of the Congolese government to improve the situation of the sector,
artisanal miners are still substantially defenceless against big companies
and their working conditions have not improved.

Figure 2: Locations of artisanal mining sites in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo. Source: IPIS Research (2022).
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RAID. OECD Due Diligence Guidance and the Tin Supply Chain Initiative (iTSCi).
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The close link between coltan extraction and armed conflict in DRC is one
of the most challenging situations on this issue, and reaching a potential
solution would substantially improve the scenario in the country. Even if
the Second Congo War officially ended in 2003, violent clashes and open
conflicts amongst civilians and armed militia has remained a constant in
the region of the Great Lakes, and especially in Eastern DRC’s provinces
such as Nord-Kivu and Sud-Kivu, which are among the most affected),
where most of the coltan mines are located.
The United Nations has stepped into the ground with the aim of improving
the overall situation of the country. As of now, the UN’s main intervention
in the country consists of one peacekeeping mission: MONUSCO. It was
formally established in July 2010 relieving former MONUC, and as of
November 2021 its total personnel accounted for 17.783 people, of which
12.384 were troops.
Moreover, the UN has deployed 21 additional programmes and funds.
Some of the objectives of the UN’s mission include the promotion of
Human Rights and development, the creation of jobs and new
opportunities, improved health, nutrition and access to water, control of
diseases and management of natural resources17.

17

UN Sustainable Development Group. Democratic Republic of the Congo.
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Current Situation
As coltan exploitation has become increasingly well-known in recent years,
scholars have investigated its links to environmental damage, Human
Rights abuses, violence outbreaks and higher mortality rates.
In the first place, environmental crime and degradation through the
destruction of ecosystems and biodiversity, the increase in poaching
activities and the pollution of water bodies pose a relevant challenge to the
international community. For instance, according to Oluwole Ojewale,
Regional Coordinator at the Institute for Security Studies, since 2000, the
Democratic Republic of Congo has lost approximately 8.6% of its tree cover,
reflecting how one of the major drivers of deforestation in the country is
mineral extraction18. Mining requires the removal of vegetation and topsoil,
both of which reduce erosion and preserve soil quality. Without these
natural barriers, habitats are left unprotected against harsher weather
conditions and other human activities, further contributing to
deforestation. In turn, deforestation leads to the destruction of biodiversity:
studies conclude that the extraction of coltan is partially responsible for the
mountain gorilla’s endangered status and inclusion on the IUCN’s Red List
of Threatened Species19. Likewise, sieving and sorting need particular
chemicals which often are released into natural waterways, affecting
aquatic ecosystems and certainly degrading the environment.
Similarly, environmental damage also has a direct effect on humans and a
detrimental impact on public health systems as a whole. A study
conducted in a neighbourhood in the Congolese mining area revealed that
children living close to artisanal mines displayed up to 10 times more
cobalt in their urine than those living elsewhere. While the long-term
effects of cobalt ingestion are still unknown, preliminary analyses suggest
that exposure can lead to a higher rate of birth defects in a community20.
Furthermore, worker exploitation at the origin continues to be common
today and remains a key challenge for domestic and international actors.
While international corporations and illegal traders take advantage of the
18

Ojewale (2022). What coltan mining in the DRC costs people and the environment.
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IUCN stands for the International Union for Conservation of Nature; its Red List of Threatened
Species was established in 1964 and tracks species endangered status.
20

Blijweert (2018). Scientists at KU Leuven and University of Lubumbashi reveal the hidden costs of
cobalt mining in DR Congo.

19

vulnerability of origin countries like the DRC, 50 artisanal miners died in
September 2020 at Mwenga, in Shabunda, a territory of South Kivu21.
Working theories suggest that they were trapped by a landslide while
working, a natural phenomenon whose consequences are often
aggravated by the existence of uncovered and inoperative mining holes.
The lack of health and safety measures lead to inadequate security checks
and procedures before and after each extraction campaign, something
which further contributes to the environmental damage discussed before.
Rather than exclusively focusing on the economic gains of coltan trade, the
current crisis demands that final consumers start advocating for a more
comprehensive approach to Human Rights protection in the handling of
coltan.
Apart from this, child labour still represents and accounts for the most
blatant forms of Human Rights violations. Even though the DRC’s Mining
Code was modified in 2017 to incorporate the criminalisation of child
labour, thousands of child miners continue to work at extraction sites,
jeopardising their education and physical and mental integrity22. Even
though classic slavery was abolished throughout the 18th and 19th
centuries across the world, modern slavery has been quick to replace it,
gathering practices such as debt bondage and forced child labour,
amongst other. Without policies that address these unacceptable labour
situations, coltan extraction and handling will continue to be defined by
Human Rights violations and environmental and social degradation.
Having said this, it must be duly noted that demand for coltan is rapidly
increasing as 5G technology grows and becomes more accessible for
consumer markets. In fact, between 2021 and 2026, global coltan
production is set to grow at a 6% annual compound rate23. Consequently,
the current landscape is not only defined by pre-existing Human Rights
abuses and violations of fundamental freedoms, but also by an
ever-expanding market for coltan, one which has the potential to make or
break the situation.

21

Ojewale (2022). What coltan mining in the DRC costs people and the environment.
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Ojewale (2022). What coltan mining in the DRC costs people and the environment.
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Ojewale (2022). Addressing the enablers of coltan smuggling in the DRC requires holistic
solutions.
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Bloc Positions
Given the issue’s sectorial make-up, block positions identify with the
different components of coltan’s supply chain: extraction and production,
distribution, and consumption.

Figure 3: International supply chains of coltan. Source: El Orden Mundial
(2016).
First and foremost, in 2021, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Brazil,
Rwanda and Nigeria ranked highest in global mine production of coltan,
accounting for more than 80% of total production. Overall, the DRC
represented an astounding 35%, emphasising its critical role in the
improvement of Human Rights protection in this mineral’s extraction
processes24. Not only this, but the country continues to face security
challenges in this area, including the illegal trafficking of coltan, a practice
which worsens working conditions and aggravates abuses at the origin.
Accordingly, smuggling represents a threat to the DRC’s integrity because
of the State’s porous borders, its cornified war economy and cross-border
price differentials25.
Concerning the first cause, corruption and a lack of security personnel
facilitate the illegal trading of coltan into certain bordering countries,
namely Burundi, Rwanda and Uganda. Furthermore, collusions between
rebel groups and, once again, corrupt government officials, fuel this illicit
trafficking, given that they are particularly interested in protecting the war
24

Statista (2022).
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Ojewale (2022). Addressing the enablers of coltan smuggling in the DRC requires holistic
solutions.
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economy
that
disproportionately
benefits
them.
Multinational
corporations' acquiescence and frequent participation in these collusions
only foster greater instability and perpetuate these dynamics, as if most
actors benefit from the current situation, none have an incentive to change
it from the inside. Finally, as the prices established in mining areas and
trading centres are drastically different (in 2014, divergences of up to 10$
per kilogram could be found), and price fluctuations within and beyond
the DRC are commonplace, illegal traders have found more reasons to
perpetuate their activities in the shadow economy, evading automatic
stabilisation mechanisms in legitimate commodity markets.

Figure 426: The supply chain of coltan for the electronics industry. Sources:
OECD (2010), Resolve (2010), Garrett and Mitchell (2009), Global Witness
(2009), TIC (2010), UN reports (2008, 2010), Enough! (2009).
Moreover, in terms of distribution, transparency, certification and
accountability, as stated by Bleischwitz, Dittrich and Pierdicca, continue to
represent the greatest challenges along coltan’s material supply chains.
Illegal trade, which replaces the mineral’s licit distribution, engages two
types of actors: neighbouring countries and importing countries. The
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former (including Rwanda, which is repeatedly referred to as one of the
preferred illegal trade routes for coltan smugglers) act as a bridge between
extraction sites and importing centres. Refiners and smelters at processing
countries, which are mostly located in East Asia, as presented in the map
above, prefer to import their coltan from transit countries like Rwanda for
economic and fiscal reasons: the DRC has been taxing official mineral
exports and Rwandan laws allow for illegally imported coltan to be
laundered and further traded as a licit product.
Similarly, regarding consumption, this Study Guide has repeatedly
established that, nowadays, coltan is primarily used in the quaternary
sector, and more specifically, in high-end technologies, such as 5G internet
connectivity systems. Due to demographic and economic factors, as of
today, the quaternary sector is more evolved and established in the West,
namely Europe and the United States, explaining why these areas
represent the most significant consumer market for the conflict mineral at
hand. For consumers to become more engaged in the improvement of the
current situation, more transparency and traceability mechanisms should
be implemented as, unlike the case of diamonds, “tantalum is not an
end-product in itself, many companies are unaware yet whether it is a
component in one of their products, and consumers have difficulties to
realise it [too]”27. Consequently, this level of asymmetry in the information
available to firms and consumers in the West means that the
implementation of due diligence systems is much harder than it would
otherwise be.
Faced with these challenges, each block should focus on tackling the
issues that affect it both directly and indirectly (via the remaining
components of the supply chain), offering solutions that not only preserve
security and economic soundness, but also focus on Human Rights
protection and humanitarian relief.

27

Bleischwitz, Dittrich and Pierdicca (2012).

24

Questions a Resolution Should Answer
Some of the most pressing issues related to the topic that should be
addressed in a resolution are:
1. How could national governments –and especially those with
conflict-affected areas– improve the monitoring of working
conditions in mining operations to detect and prevent HHRR
violations?
2. What are some feasible measures that could be implemented to
improve miners’ working conditions?
3. How should the links between the exploitation of natural resources
and regional/cross-border conflicts be addressed? Is military
presence needed?
4. Is it an isolated issue? How does it relate to other topics such as
education, work opportunities for young and unskilled people, the
environment, or women’s rights?
5. Should more developed countries directly intercede, or should they
keep their distance to prevent a further worsening of the situation,
especially in unstable regions?
6. Which is the role of multinational companies in the issue? Until
which point are they responsible for the violations of Human Rights
taking place in countries such as the DRC?
7. Should there be mandatory due diligence mechanisms
companies buying raw materials from other countries?

for

8. To what extent would it be feasible to create worldwide/transnational
legislation to monitor, document and sanction the importation of
conflict minerals?
9. Have the already implemented measures to tackle the issue proven
to be effective enough? What should be changed in order to
improve?
Taking into account the multidimensionality of the topic, as well as the
deep implications it has in many other areas, we encourage you to look for
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further aspects you might consider relevant to include in a final document.

Additional Readings
On a final note, throughout the bibliography, you will find useful links to
deepen your understanding of the topic at hand. Please note that these
are just suggestions that might be used as a starting point to start your
own research. In this sense, we recommend you to search for additional
sources such as past resolutions adopted by the United Nations on the
topic, reports made by Human Rights and humanitarian organisations and
other literature on the matter.
We especially recommend the study elaborated by Raimund Bleischwitz,
Monika Dittrich and Chiara Pierdicca on Coltan from Central Africa,
international trade and implications for any certification due to its
extension, depth and relevance for the topic. Nonetheless, please do
complement this and any other sources with more up-to-date information
on the issue. For a deeper look at the issue from a humanitarian
perspective, we recommend you check the report made by Amnesty
International on the Human Rights abuses detected in the DRC related to
coltan extraction.
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