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1 Why rare earths? 

Patrolling near the contested Islands of Senkaku/Diaoyu in the East 
Asian Sea on 8 September 2010, a Japanese Coast Guard crew detained
the captain of a Chinese fishing boat whose crew was plying their trade 
near the Islands claimed as Japanese territory. The waters around these 
contested islands contain rich fishing grounds in addition to potentially
large deposits of oil and natural gas. The fishing boat captain was taken 
to Japan. Meanwhile, the Chinese government vehemently protested,
and, ultimately, the fishing boat captain was returned to China, 16 days 
later on, 24 September 2010. During the 16-day diplomatic imbroglio
between China and Japan and, it would appear, as part of an effort to 
increase pressure on Japan to release the Chinese fishing boat captain 
from custody, the government of China, on 10 September 2010, ceased
rare earth metals exports to Japan. This action led to substantial distress
within the tight knit circles of Japanese government and business elites
owing to Japan’s absolute dependency on rare earth imports from China
to feed its production of high technology products on which its economic 
model is based. In effect, China, in combination with other forms of 
diplomatic pressure, used rare earths as a bludgeon to forcibly coerce 
Japan into aligning its policy with Chinese interests or suffer economic 
hardship. The use of rare earths by China in this manner was made 
possible by the fact that China presently controls 95 percent of global
rare earth production, Japan relies on China to supply 80 percent of its
rare earths consumption, and that Japan has no readily available natural
endowment of rare earths or substitutes. On 24 September 2010, Japan
released the Chinese fishing boat captain though rare earth shipments 
from China to Japan did not resume until 19 November 2010, and then
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only at considerably reduced levels. Scarcity and the lack of available 
substitutes for rare earths in combination with China’s dominant rare 
earths market position and its (ostensible) willingness to use that market
position to accomplish political objectives, gives rise to new security
risks and vulnerabilities that scholars of global political economy have 
yet to fully address. The collection of essays in this volume, grapple with
the emergence of rare earths as an emergent strategic commodity for
which lack of access constitutes a security risk with the potential to esca-
late to an existential security threat.

The crisis between China and Japan in 2010, underscores that rare 
earths are crucial for human prosperity and peace in a world increas-
ingly dependent on rare earth enabled advanced technologies. Rare 
earths are 17 elements on the periodic table that comprise the lantha-
nides, metallic elements that when combined with other substances
form materials with unique magnetic, conductive, and energy storage 
properties. The distinctive properties of rare earths enable techno-
logically advanced activities that include social networking, internet 
surfing, computing, buying, driving, flying, greening, hacking, and
fighting wars. Rare earths are essential to the information technology 
revolution on which humans have come to depend for communica-
tion, commerce, and, increasingly, to engage in conflict. Safeguarding
ready access to rare earths ensures that humans will continue to reap
the social, economic, and political benefits of information, transporta-
tion, energy production, and energy storage technologies. In short, rare
earths are a strategic commodity over which states do and will compete
for control. A strategic commodity is a commodity for which lack of 
access constitutes a security risk in terms of economic prosperity and 
security. A security risk is of a less urgent nature compared to a security 
threat which implies that the existence of a political entity is imperiled. 
Loss of a strategic commodity may contribute to negative economic and
political outcomes within and between states but, falls short of contrib-
uting to the demise of a state as a sovereign entity, directly threatening
substantial loss of life amongst citizens, or radically altering the extent of 
global political and economic institutions. Nevertheless, scholars have 
noted the emergence of rare earths as a strategic commodity arguing
that policymakers and scholars can no longer ignore the implications 
of rare earths scarcity to economic outcomes, environmental pollu-
tion, and global security (Dobransky, 2012; Campbell, 2014; Gholz, 
2014; Golev et al. 2014; Machacek and Fold, 2014; Massari and Ruberti, 
2013; Wübbeke, 2013; Zhang, 2013). The advantage of recognizing that 
rare earths constitute a strategic commodity with security risks is that 
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