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The Scenario
Our case calls together various actors in order to discuss human-rights violations in cobalt mines
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and in the factories in China that use the cobalt to
make lithium-ion batteries.

In recent years it has become public knowledge that cobalt miners in the DRC (including children)
face terrible working conditions, with the cobalt they produce entering the supply chains of some
of the world’s biggest brands (Amnesty International, 2017). The DRC’s failure to protect its citizens
from exploitation stems partly from the resurgence of armed conflict in the eastern DRC in 2009.
The formation of the M23 armed group in 2012 led to mass displacement of civilians and serious
human-rights abuses (CIA, 2018). The nation has been slowly recovering from these conflicts since
M23 were pushed out in 2013, but numerous armed groups are still destabilising the country and
the government has caused a democratic crisis by delaying elections (Kullenberg, 2018). Problems
still exist with child labour and dangerous working conditions, especially in artisanal, or small-scale,
mines. Some company-owned mines, such as Glencore mines, claim to be working towards giving
employees equal treatment and pay (CBS News, 2018).

Concerns about workers’ rights and human rights in Chinese electronics factories flared up in 2010
with the ‘Foxconn Suicides’ - cases of employees killing themselves due to stressful and dehumanising working conditions (Sin, 2016). Foxconn factories assemble, among other products, Apple’s
iPhones. Although companies like Apple have pledged at various points to clean up their supply
chains and tackle poor conditions in the factories they work with, the issues are by no means solved
- the suicides have continued into 2018 (Fullerton, 2018).

The actors in our scenario include: a cobalt miner who works at a Glencore mine in the DRC; an
assembly line employee of Amperex Technology Ltd., a lithium-ion battery manufacturer; Tim
Cook, the CEO of Apple; a sustainability advisor at LG; a representative from the Responsible
Business Alliance (RBA), to which Apple and LG belong; and Robert Lighthizer, the United States
Trade Representative. For the anonymous actors we have created names.
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Our scenario has a truly global footprint - not only does our case study involve the DRC and China,
but countries like the United States, whose electronic companies buy lithium batteries. Most of the
discussion between the actors will revolve around different levels of the supply chain. While the
cobalt miner’s main concerns are about his or her community, Apple and LG are concerned about
sales and credibility. The actors will agree that human-rights issues in both the DRC and China
need to be resolved, but likely disagree about how to solve them.

Every actor in this case study, coming from different backgrounds and with varying motives, has a
voice for a solution. This report will first analyse each individual actor and their strategies for
change, and then look at the context in which they are working using Garth Massey’s Ways of
Social Change (2016), which contributes chapters on the governments and businesses related to
the case study, Roman Krznaric’s How Change Happens (2007) and the 2015 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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The Actors
This section will present the six actors that will participate in the meeting and their different positions and challenges.

Tim Cook, CEO of Apple
When the Amnesty International report This is What We
Die For (2016) was published it came to the public attention that the cobalt used in Apple’s, amongst other companies’, lithium-ion batteries may have been partially
mined by children in the DRC. This was a result of a lack
of checks in the process of extracting the mineral, later
shipped to China for the manufacturing of batteries for
smartphones. Apple’s initial response was to say it was
Figure 2: Tim Cook, CEO of Apple (Apple,
2018).

"currently evaluating dozens of different materials, including cobalt, in order to identify labour and environ-

mental risks as well as opportunities for Apple to bring about effective, scalable and sustainable
change” (Schneider, 2016). This plan to clean up the cobalt supply chain initially aimed to do so
without hurting the Congolese miners by cutting them off. However, when an investigation by Sky
News showed continuing problems with child labour and harsh work conditions Tim Cook, and
Apple took the decision to, at least temporarily, to stop buying cobalt mined in Congo (Frankel,
2017).

In order to end child labour in cobalt mines Apple has teamed up with different NGOs specifically
focusing on the DRC. The company has stated that no one under legal working age should be in
their supply chain (Edwards, 2017). Moreover, together with Samsung and other companies Apple
has joined a Responsible Minerals Initiative (Responsible Minerals Initiative, 2018c). The expectation is to use blockchain technology, similar to that used in the diamond industry, to track the origin
of the cobalt and offer some assurance to the consumer about the production. If this suggestion
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becomes reality it “intends to provide every bag of verified, artisanal produced cobalt an immutable digital identity” (Naylor, 2018).

It appears that Apple wants to participate in change by changing the system from within. It wants
to be an active actor in this process. The reasons for this might be to ensure sustainable development, but as a business it’s also crucial for them to have a functioning production line. Therefore,
profit and material assets might also be objectives for Apple. In the meeting, it will probably be
important for a company as big as Apple to highlight its unwillingness to cut Congolese workers
off and its tech-optimist expectations for blockchain technology.

Yu Feng Mian, Assembly Line Employee of Amperex Technology Ltd.
Amperex Technology Limited (ATL) is a Hong-Kong based company with factories in China that
designs, manufactures and sells lithium-ion batteries for products such as mobile phones, laptops
and electric cars (ATL, 2017a). To make these lithium-ion batteries, ATL requires a supply of cobalt,
among other minerals. ‘Responsible mineral procurement’ is part of the company’s Code of Conduct (ATL, 2017b), but according to Amnesty International ATL had “failed to identify, prevent,
address and account for human rights risk and abuses in its cobalt supply chain as required under
international standards” as of 2017 (Amnesty International, 2017). In late 2016 business reports
indicated that ATL had agreed to buy up to 20,000 tonnes of cobalt over 4 years from Glencore,
one of the biggest producers of cobalt in the DRC (Stratfor, 2018) (Desai, 2017). This may prove
to be a more ethical supply line, as Glencore is ostensibly committed to production without child
labour or human rights issues, but this possibility is not certain. In 2017 a Glencore board member
had to step down after “questionable behaviour” related to the company’s DRC mining operations
(Stratfor, 2018).

Assembly line employees in ATL’s factories in China are likely keen that the products they work
with are not sourced from child labour or fuelling conflict in the DRC. However, they would not be
in favour of any onerous regulation - including listing cobalt as a conflict mineral - that would lead
to job losses or salary reductions at ATL, as they could be the ones to lose their jobs. That said,
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they would likely be in favour of regulations designed to improve the lot of factory workers using
the cobalt to produce lithium-ion batteries. Perhaps the buyers of batteries, such as Apple and
Samsung, should be required to check that the companies they buy their batteries from treat workers with sufficient dignity. ATL workers would likely think it’s not fair for the buyers of their lithiumion batteries to criticise ATL’s supply chains for human-rights violations if they won’t check their
own.

Figure 3: An electronics factory in Shenzen, China. Image by Steve Jurvetson from Menlo Park, USA (Juvertson, 2005).

Bonte Kabeya, Cobalt Miner in the DRC, TUMEC Union representative
Our actor is a worker and TUMEC Union representative from Katanga
Mining in Kolwezi district. The mines are owned by the Glencore subsidiary Kamoto Copper Company and the DRC state mining company
Gécamines.
The mining company has developed sustainability policies with a Health
and Safety Management System that complies with ISO18000 (Katanga
Figure 4: TUMEC Representative (IndustriALL
2018a).

Mining Ltd, 2017) and are offering services such as education and health
care. Despite this, the workers have filed severe grievances against the
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company. These includes abuses of human and workers’ rights, poor health and safety practices,
occupational diseases, racism, discrimination and low remuneration. The workers have neither
showers nor laundry facilities in the mines, so their families are exposed to the hazardous material
and are suffering from related diseases. (IndustriALL, 2018a).
The Tilwezembe mine in Kolwezi district is being illegally mined by artisan miners including children. With over 60 miners dying, it is one of the world’s most dangerous mines (Slater, 2012). The
mine is owned by Katanga Mining Ltd and is currently out of operation (Katanga Mining Ltd, 2018).

Mining Weekly (2016) discusses the following problems with artisanal mines:
•

Environmental effects: artisan miners pollute the rivers including the drinking water and the
fish; the land cannot be used for agriculture; sources for food and alternative revenue have
been removed

•

Economic effects: minerals are often smuggled out of the country, taxes and fees are lost
and the community and state cannot benefit from their activity

•

Human rights: artisan mining often involves illegal workers, not uncommonly, children

•

Health and safety issues: mining is hazardous, and workers are risking their lives; workers
are exposed to hazardous materials which are giving them diseases

The union TUMEC are concerned about this situation both with the mining company and the artisan
miners and are working to improve the situation (IndustriALL 2018b).

Veronique Dubois, Representative of the Electronic Industry Citizenship Coalition
The Responsible Business Alliance (RBA), formerly known as the Electric Industry Citizenship Coalition, is a non-profit coalition of companies that have joined together to improve “working and
environmental conditions through leading standards and practices” (Responsible Business Alliance,
2018a). The RBA has over 110 members with a combined annual revenue of over $4.75 trillion in
the electronics industry, including Apple, LG, Tesla, Ford Motors and IBM (RBA, 2018b). The alliance is run by a full-time staff and a board of directors comprised of personnel from member
companies. RBA members pay an annual membership of $35,000-$45,000 per year with varying
levels of commitment - from supporting the RBA's mission towards improving environmental and
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working conditions through to signing codes of conducts and publishing corporate responsibility
data. The membership gives access to the RBA's training and assessment tools with the stipulation
that members will be held responsible to the code of conduct and perform assessments to "continuously drive improvements” in the companies’ supply chains (RBA, 2018a).

The RBA’s Responsible Minerals Initiative (RMI) is significant to the cobalt mining situation in the
DRC, as cobalt has been identified as one of the emerging risks. The RMI aims to provide companies with resources to make sourcing decisions that improve regulatory compliance and support
responsible sourcing from conflict-affected and high-risk areas (Responsible Minerals Initiative,
2018a). In the DRC a cobalt report template is being used so the RMI can collect information from
particular mines, smelters and refiners so they can inform companies on which supply chains are
more ethical and therefore reinforce responsibility and due diligence onto the companies and supply chains (Responsible Minerals Initiative, 2018b). In the meeting, the RBA representative will likely
call for more regulations in cobalt mines to improve working conditions for the miners and enforce
this practice on their members, but it won’t be able to enforce regulations on non-members.

Robert E. Lighthizer, Import Policy Maker in the USA, United States Trade Representative
Robert E. Lighthizer was sworn in as the United States Trade Representative in May 2017 by President Donald Trump (Office of the USTR,
2018a). The Office of the US Trade Representative (USTR) is an executive office responsible for developing and coordinating US international
trade policy and overseeing negotiations with other countries (Office
of the USTR, 2018b). Lighthizer has worked on free trade policy his entire adult life and is known as an “ambitious dealmaker” and “fierce
negotiator” (Aleem, 2017). He is a well-known advocate for ‘America
Figure 5: Robert E. Lighthizer
(The White House, 2018).

First’ trade policies and is sceptical of free trade, views shared by President Trump (Office of the USTR, 2018a) (Aleem, 2017).
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Also, like Trump, Lighthizer has a negative view of trade with China. He believes that the US is the
victim of unfair free-trade agreements that favour other countries (Aleem, 2017) (African Business
Magazine, 2018). The USTR has already imposed tariffs on approximately $50 billion worth of Chinese imports (Office of the USTR, 2018c), and Chinese exporters are rushing to maximize sales
before a possible larger tariff is put in place, aimed at electronics (especially mobile phones) and
other high-value products (Associated Press, 2018). The Trump administration has worked on an
initiative for domestically mined ‘critical minerals’ such as cobalt and lithium, despite the fact that
domestic companies will likely struggle to compete with low-cost Chinese competitors (Barton,
2017).

Lighthizer is most likely more concerned about trade with China than the conditions of the cobalt
mines in the DRC. He might suggest that more mining is done in the US to avoid trade with China.
With his American First attitude, he might argue that American electronic companies like Apple
should be getting their minerals from the US even if it is more expensive. With his strong negotiating skills and negative viewpoints on international trade, Lighthizer could try to block any proposed changes at the meeting.

Pak Sung-min, sustainability advisor at LG Electronics
LG Electronics is a South Korean multinational electronics company with headquarters in Seoul (LG,
2018c). Pak Sung-min works as a sustainability advisor for LG. Since the introduction of the Sustainable Development Goals, the company has introduced a sustainability and CSR office with the
aim of ensuring a holistic and appropriate business (LG, 2018a).

LG stands in a multi-sided strained situation. Above all the main purpose of LG is to be a business
and to produce and sell products, with profit each year. While conducting their business, they have
to run it according to (inter)national and foreign laws and policies.
They’re members of the RBA (RBA, 2018b) and have been recognised at the World Economic
Forum in Davos for leadership in economic, social and environmental sustainability (LG, 2016).
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The company has in the past acknowledged the problems with conflict minerals such as tin, tungsten, and tantalum, which they use in their products, and then acted as part of the necessary reorganisation and alteration of these supply chains. Since cobalt is not listed as a conflict mineral, LG
doesn’t elaborate on their supply chain on their website, where they write on their clarity and CSR
approaches in their supply chain (LG, 2018b). Every year since 2014 LG has published sustainability
reports which outline their sustainability status with management, materials, suppliers, customers,
environment, communities and employees (LG, 2017).

After the publication of the Amnesty International report on human-rights abuses in cobalt mining
in the DRC (Amnesty International, 2016), LG Chem, which globally is one of the leading battery
makers, stated that they had stopped buying materials from Congo the year before (Frankel, 2016).
This is where the supply chains get somewhat unclear, since around 60% of the world cobalt is
sourced from Congo (ibid). LG’s position regarding cobalt is still vague and publicly the company’s
responsibility hasn’t been stated. At the meeting LG will probably position itself in line with Apple
and RBA, but place further responsibility and work on the matter with the RBA.
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Analysing the situation
This section of the report takes a look at the structures surrounding our actors and how they could
interact to create change.

Governments and corporations
The state is often the first port of call when trying to achieve social change - it is the actor who is
asked to “make things happen” or “put things back in order” when they have gone awry (Massey,
2016, p. 276). Government power is a major opportunity and challenge to all actors seeking social
change. An opportunity because it can implement change through control of or influence over a
country’s laws, economy and infrastructure; a challenge because if it is not on your side, it can be
very difficult to make headway. Without the cooperation and assistance of several states, the actors
in this scenario stand little chance of achieving their goals. The cobalt trade and the lithium-ion
battery supply chain are international in nature, so large-scale change would require the cooperation of numerous states. The following is an analysis of a simplified version of the supply chain –
following cobalt from the DRC to China to the US – to highlight the points at which governments
would need to be involved in making change.

In the DRC, bringing about change in the cobalt mining industry would require the cooperation of
the state and its mining company Gécamines. The current president, Joseph Kabila, is very powerful and not particularly subject to democratic control, having successfully delayed the country’s
elections (Kullenberg, 2018). He is part of a “corrupt network” which runs many of the country’s
institutions and industries, including Gécamines (ibid). Bringing about change in the mining industry would require Kabila’s cooperation, and he would be unlikely to take any actions necessary to
improve workers’ rights – like breaking down corrupt patronage networks or paying workers more
(thus reducing the industry’s profits) – which would imperil his presidency.

In China, the cooperation of the state is absolutely necessary for social change – it has “penetrated
every aspect of life” and is tightly interwoven with Chinese businesses (Massey, 2016, p. 304). The
state would be needed to change many aspects of the cobalt trade, from regulations on trade
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deals with DRC mines to mandatory good working conditions in lithium-ion battery factories. Furthermore, if the batteries are going to be sold on to the United States, the US government’s cooperation is also needed. There is little for China to gain in adhering to higher welfare standards,
and thus increasing the cost of production, if their biggest buyer is not demanding such change
and willing to pay for it. From this simplified example we can see how important state power is to
making social change – the active cooperation of three different governments is necessary. All of
the actors in our scenario (even the US trade policy maker, who cannot act unilaterally in America’s
democratic system of divided power) are faced with the challenge of persuading the state to back
them.

Businesses are equally vital actors for social change in today’s world. Large corporations "reach
across the globe to frame the contours of life: how we work, what we buy ... to the choices society
makes about the environment" (Massey, 2016, p. 231). As electronics become increasingly embedded in our lives the demand for batteries and their components is rising, especially now as lithiumion batteries are used not only in hand-held technology but also in electric cars.

The corporations in our scenario should be held responsible for their workers and the environment,
however in many jurisdictions companies are seen legally as individuals, with all the perks that go
along with it, but manage to avoid being held legally responsible for their actions as individual
employees cannot be held accountable for the companies’ actions (Massey, 2016). This can be
seen in the DRC, where mining companies allow unethical work practices along with human-rights
violations. If the companies were individuals it would be easier to hold them accountable for their
lack of due diligence, but as companies it is hard to find exactly who is responsible.

Massey writes about how innovation and creativity is lost over time as companies grow bigger and
management becomes less involved with the day-to-day running of the company. This might be
the case in the DRC, whereas the mines have grown along with the demand for cobalt, managers
have become less involved with the mine workers and don't see the conditions they work in. While
many companies can be blamed for focusing only on profit, they still have power to create or resist
change. In the case of cobalt mining in the DRC, mining companies could easily create change by
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improving work conditions and funding schools and hospitals for workers, but this could mean
drop-in profits.

Taking multiple structures into account
In addition to states and businesses, there are numerous other actors and factors involved in making social change. In the Oxfam report How Change Happens Roman Krznaric (2007) describes
how there is a need for an interdisciplinary approach to understanding change. He addresses the
importance of recognising inequalities and power structures, contextual factors that could prevent
change, personal relationships and mutual understandings, and environmental constraints.

The government’s ability to make political and legal changes is contested in the DRC. For example,
a new mining code introduced in March 2018 which increases taxes on mining companies has been
fiercely opposed by the industry causing the government to partially back down, creating openings
for flexibility and negotiation with the mining companies on a case-by-case basis (Mining Review
Africa, 2018). As Krznaric argues, it is important to map the power structure and context here power in the DRC clearly lies between the state and the companies and is far from the people.

For real change, the workers and communities around the DRC mines and Chinese electronics
factories need to be empowered. Krznaric describes previously successful strategies such as encouraging grassroots participation, education, dialogue, demonstrations, changing individual behaviour and gaining mutual understanding. People around the world could work together to put
pressure on the companies and governments involved. There are already numerous actors working
on this - for example unions are supporting and empowering people in the DRC through the education of artisanal and small-scale miners (IndustriALL, 2018b).
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The Sustainable Development Goals

Figure 6: Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015).

The goals actors set for change are also part of the context in which our scenario is based. In
September 2015 during the COP21 in Paris states agreed on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. The agenda is summarised in 17 goals, which “provide a framework for shared action ‘for people, planet and prosperity,’ to be implemented by ‘all countries and all stakeholders,
acting in collaborative partnership’” (UN SDSN, 2015).

The goals (1) No poverty, (3) Good health and well-being and (6) Clean water and sanitation (UN,
2015) are vital arguments to be addressed within the cobalt mine context in the DRC. As stated in
this report and by international press and human rights watches, seriously bad working conditions
and abuses of human and workers’ rights are everyday life for too many people in the industry.
However, Glencore, the company presented earlier, provides education and health care, which can
be seen as a first step towards reaching the SDGs. But this is just the beginning for serious change.
If a company, such as Glencore, could influence and actively work with artisanal miners to make
them organised and legal, they would not only be a service for the communities, but would also
enable competition under equal conditions. Through the RBA’s initiatives, companies such as LG
and Apple can collectively increase social responsibility to achieve goal (1), (3) and (6).

14

Further, the SDG goals (8) Decent work and economic growth and (9) Industry, innovation and
infrastructure (UN, 2015), are important to Apple and LG. Both companies state that they temporarily stopped buying cobalt from the DRC due to human-rights violations in the mines. The RBA’s
‘Responsible Minerals Initiative’ to mitigate the social and environmental impact of the extraction
and processing of raw materials, together with their overall goal of ”social, environmental and
ethical conditions in their supply chains”, are good examples of the combination of decent work,
economic growth and innovation. One could argue that Lighthizer, due to his America First attitude, will put pressure on the markets in the DRC and China. The reduced demands could lower
the prices and companies outside the US as LG would probably benefit from a more closed-off US.
Furthermore, even though the supply chain is indeed inadequate, cobalt has the potential to go
from a curse to a blessing for the DRC. Decent working conditions, serious companies and a noncorrupt government could help with this.

Thirdly, both Apple and LG try to show the public that they work with goal (12) Responsible consumption and production (UN, 2015). As previously stated, some of the actors try to show their
responsible businesses, through establishing sustainability offices, or more transparent collaborations. Although this seems to be very positive, some of the initiatives could be ways of avoiding
the hard-extensive sustainability work the problem requires.
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Outcomes: what could the meeting achieve?
The six actors are meeting after Amnesty International published a report on seriously bad working
conditions and human rights violations, especially child labour, in the DRC (Amnesty International,
2016). This has caused the public eye to be directed towards the electronics industry and its supply
chains. Responsibility for the workers’ welfare needs to be taken on by someone, but the question
is: who is responsible for what? As described earlier in this report, the actors that are due to meet
have varying interests and will represent them at the meeting. The outcome isn’t set in stone, but
some predictions can be made.
In the worst-case scenario, none of the parties will agree to take on more responsibility than they
already have, or they will try to shift the responsibility to other parties. The unrepresented government of the DRC could end up being target for the actors, since it is not there to defend itself.
The RBA will have trouble agreeing on anything before taking it back to its board members, so it
may scupper any chance of the meeting reaching a definitive agreement. Although the RBA will
be committed to the meeting and to reforming the lithium-ion battery trade, it does not have any
strong enforcement powers or authority over its members.
However, this matter has (luckily) caught the public’s eye and the electronic firms – especially the
ones that sell electronic products directly to customers, like Apple and LG – are not at all interested
in having fewer customers. Apple seems a bit more committed to be an active member of the
positive change than LG does, even though both firms actively work with sustainability in their way
of doing business. But both will probably try to place their responsibility and future work in the
RBA, where they are both members.
The joker in these negotiations will be the US trade representative, Robert Lighthizer, who could
push the negotiations in two very different directions. Since his negotiation line will be ‘America
First’, and therefore anti-Chinese, he could either be very sceptical about any collaboration on the
issue and therefore stand in the way of an agreement, or he could push for much higher humanrights standards in the trade, as this might force American companies such as Apple to buy cobalt
and produce lithium-ion batteries locally.
In a best-case scenario, all the parties might agree to take responsibility for their area of the supply
chain at the meeting and agree on how to proceed after they’ve met. Since the actors cannot
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actually decide anything at the meeting, the best-case outcome would be for all parties to agree
on pushing their own organisations/companies/governments to work against human-rights violations and for proper working conditions in the cobalt mines and battery factories. Additionally,
they might agree to work towards cobalt being listed as a conflict mineral and promise to stop
buying cobalt that hasn’t been produced under appropriate working conditions. Lastly, the actors
might also agree to lobby the government of the DRC to set regulations, policies and control
mechanisms for the cobalt mining industry. Even though the success of the last strategy seems
unlikely, due to political corruption in the DRC, the parties could agree upon their standpoint towards the DRC’s government and what they are striving for.
There is a chance that the parties will be moved by the cobalt miner’s perspective, which could
provide the final push towards a productive agreement. However, the likelihood of our actors
achieving this best-case scenario is low. Issues with cobalt mining and battery production are not
new. As the Washington Post depressingly pointed out: ‘Concern about how cobalt is mined
“comes to the fore every now and again,” said Guy Darby, a veteran cobalt analyst with Darthon
Commodities in London. “And it’s met with much muttering and shaking of the head and tuttering
– and goes away again.”’ (Frankel, 2016).
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