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ithium is one of the crucial metals in the global energy
transition due to its use in the manufacture of lithium-ion
(Li-ion) batteries. In this context, countries like Bolivia
which holds the largest share of lithium resources at an
estimated 23.7% of the world’s total, play a leading role.
Meanwhile, China has solidified its leadership in energy technology,
both in producing alternative energy technologies to fossil fuels and
in manufacturing electric and Li-ion vehicles. In their pursuit of
securing access to essential inputs for these technologies, Chinese
companies have expanded their operations into lithium extraction,
forming a network of contracts in countries rich in this resource,
such as Bolivia. This highlights the economic and technological interdependence of
the energy transition and underscores the risks associated with lithium extraction in
the high Andean salt flats, which, in addition to being lithium deposits, are
ecosystems rich in biodiversity and home to ancient Indigenous populations.

Lithium Extraction Agreements Involving Chinese Companies in Bolivia

Between 2023 and 2025, the state-owned company Yacimientos de Litio Bolivianos
(YLB) signed seven contracts with Chinese companies to exploit lithium, four of which
are located in the Salar de Uyuni (Salt Flat of Uyuni). To date, only one of these
contracts has been submitted to the Legislative Assembly for approval, adhering to
the procedure established by the Political Constitution of the State (PCS, art.
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158.1.12). The contract for the construction and operation of two Direct Extraction
Lithium (DEL) and lithium carbonate plants, with the Hong Kong CBC consortium,
which includes Contemporary Amperex Technology Co. Ltd. (CATL), Guangdong
Brunp Recycling Technology Co. Ltd. (BRUNP), and CMOC Group Ltd. (CMOC), was
sent to the Assembly in December 2024 and is still under processing.

Bolivian stakeholders have criticized this contract for misaligning with national laws to
protect local communities and the environment. In this blog, we also analyzed
whether this contract aligns with China’s mining due diligence guidelines and the
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) commitments and policies adopted by
the Chinese companies involved in the Hong Kong CBC consortium.

Failure to Obtain Free, Prior, And Informed Consent

The contract with Hong Kong CBC has omitted the Free, Prior and Informed Consent
(FPIC) of Indigenous communities, a critical and mandatory component according to
national and international legislation. The project will affect the Nor Lipez Community
Land of Origin (CLO) since the essential water sources for the operations of the
lithium plants are located within this CLO, directly impacting the access to and
availability of water for the communities of Vinto K, Colcha K, Julaca, Puerto Chuvica,
Villa Candelaria, Bella Vista, Atulcha, and Aguaquisa Llavica.

The PCS (Art. 30) and the International Labor Organization Convention 169 (ILO,
ratified in Bolivia through Law 1257) stipulate that the consultation of the communities
must be conducted in advance, adequately, and in good faith, aiming to reach an
agreement or consent on any project that may affect them. However, the Solon
Foundation has reported that the YLB authorities postponed this consultation until
after the contract’s ratification by the Plurinational Legislative Assembly, and it will
only occur when Hong Kong CBC prepares a detailed project. This postponement
contradicts the principles of good faith and the right of communities to engage in
decisions that directly affect their territories and natural resources.

In February 2025, the Township of the Community of Rio Grande warned that the
lithium extraction proposed in the contract with Hong Kong CBC will require fresh
water from the San Gerdonimo basin, which is within its jurisdiction. This area is
already facing issues due to the overexploitation of groundwater and increased
desertification, worsened by previous YLB activities. In 2024, the community raised
concerns about the construction of new wells by YLB for the benefit of the Hong
Kong CBC consortium. Meanwhile, the Sole Provincial Center of Indigenous
Communities of Nor Lipez (CUPCONL, for its Spanish acronym) voiced its opposition
to this contract, arguing that it violates the constitutional right to Prior Consultation
within its territory (resolution 01/2025 of February 16).

The lack of FPIC constitutes a lack of compliance with the Chinese Due Diligence
Guidelines for the Mineral Supply Chain (2nd Edition, 2022), issued by the China
Chamber of Commerce of Importers and Exporters of Metals, Minerals, and
Chemicals (CCCMC). Specifically, these guidelines emphasize the importance of
"avoiding resource extraction on lands that have not secured FPIC from local and
Indigenous people" (section 6.2.2.16). The absence of FPIC also breaches the social
commitments of the three Chinese companies that are part of Hong Kong CBC.
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CATL's Code of Conduct highlights respect for human rights and its Commitment to
Sustainable Development (2022) pledges compliance with "all fundamental ILO
conventions" as well as local laws and regulations. BRUNP’s Responsible Mineral
Resource Supply Chain Management Policy (2023) asserts that BRUNP "does not
engage in, tolerate, or benefit from resource extraction on land without FPIC from
local and Indigenous peoples." CMOC's Community Policy (2024) affirms that the
company is committed to respecting the rights of Indigenous peoples and obtaining
FPIC in its operations.

Environmental Impact and the Worsening Climate Crisis

Concerns have been raised that the contract with Hong Kong CBC threatens water
sustainability in one of the world's most vulnerable regions to climate change.
According to Gonzalo Mondaca, a researcher at the Bolivian Documentation and
Information Center (CEDIB), clause 14.1 of the contract stipulates that YLB must
"supply the plants with the appropriate quantity and quality of raw material (Brine and
Waste Brine)", in addition to exploiting fresh groundwater from surrounding
communities. The total water demand (brines and freshwater) leads to consumption
up to 30% higher than that of the San Cristébal mine, currently the largest open-pit
mining project in Bolivia. The Southern Altiplano region of the country has the lowest
rainfall, receiving just 300 millimeters per year. Mondaca points out that the contract
with Hong Kong CBC accounts for a water demand representing 17% of the annual
water needs of the population in the Department of Potosi (856 thousand inhabitants).
Furthermore, this project threatens the massive exploitation of fossil waters, without
which life in this basin is impossible.

Hector Cérdova, a researcher at the Jubilee Foundation, questions the fact that the
contract with Hong Kong CBC does not describe the technology it will use to obtain
lithium carbonate. As a result, the type and amount of waste it will generate and its
environmental impacts remain unknown. Clause 19 mentions that CBC will comply
with all applicable environmental provisions. Still, it does not establish indicators for
the progressive reduction of hazardous waste or detailed strategies for its treatment
and final disposal. This is very concerning, considering that the lithium extraction and
refining process generates toxic waste, whose improper management can adversely
affect water sources and the ecosystem.

The absence of an Environmental Impact Assessment Study (EIAS) constitutes a
breach of Environmental Law No. 1333 and the aforementioned Chinese Due
Diligence Guidelines. These guidelines, outlined in Section 5.2, urge Chinese
companies to identify and assess the risks (including environmental risks) associated
with extracting, marketing, processing, and exporting minerals. Additionally, the lack
of an EEIA indicates non-compliance with the corporate policies of the companies
within CBC: CATL's Environmental Management Statement reveals that this
company has a waste management approach addressing wastewater and emissions
generated during production processes, while CMOC's environmental policy includes
conducting studies in line with international best practices, like those of the
International Finance Corporation (IFC) and the Sustainable Development Principles
of the International Council on Mining and Metals.
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Conclusions

Bolivia and China have a responsibility to ensure that lithium extraction projects,
which are intended to support China’s energy transition, protect Bolivian ecosystems
such as the high Andean salt flats and the rights of local communities and Indigenous
peoples. The contract for lithium carbonate in the Salar de Uyuni between YLB and
Hong Kong CBC must not be an exception.

It is imperative that China and the Hong Kong CBC consortium (including its
constituent companies: CATL, BRUNP, and CMOC) reconsider continuing this
contract due to legal infringements, such as the omission of FPIC, and the potential
damage to the biodiversity of the Salar de Uyuni. China’s energy transition must not
come at the expense of Bolivia’s fundamental rights and natural treasures.
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