
 

 

eResearch Corporation 
100 University Avenue, 5th Floor    Toronto, Ontario    M5J 1V6 

www.eresearch.com 

 

       Industry: Cobalt          June 2019  
  
 

Cobalt: Demand; Supply; and Pricing 
 
 
eResearch Corporation is pleased to provide its overview of the cobalt industry.   

 

__________________________________________________ 

 

 
Cobalt: Introduction 
 

The world is undergoing a transformation in energy needs and wants. Climate change has thrust upon the world stage 

the vital requirement to alter our very way of life. The overwhelming need to reduce carbon emissions has put the 

internal combustion engine in the cross-hairs of civilization. The clarion call to reduce the world’s use of fossil fuels 

has put alternate energy sources into the spotlight. 

 

The burgeoning energy storage industry is front-and-centre, and is causing increasing demand for key battery metals. 

This has led to opportunities to increase battery production with the consequent building of large factories to 

accommodate this demand.  

 

Cobalt is a by-product metal. It is mined in conjunction with primary metals: copper (60% of cobalt production), and  

nickel (38%). Primary cobalt production accounts for just 2%. 

 

With demand for traditional metals being soft for the last few years, the metals industry is facing supply constraints in 

by-product metals, such as cobalt. But this metal is essential to the battery market. 
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Cobalt: Demand 

 

The demand for cobalt has been escalating in recent years, and this growth is anticipated not only to continue but also, 

possibly, to escalate. Demand for the metal is coming from: (a) the energy storage sector, (b) rechargeable batteries for 

consumer electronics, and (c) the prospects for the electric vehicle market. 

 

Specifically, usage for cobalt is as follows: (1) Chemical applications, principally in rechargeable batteries: lithium-ion 

batteries in electric vehicles, personal-computers, lap-tops, and smart-phones. (2) Metallurgical applications, primarily 

super-alloys in the aerospace, defense, power generation, and in high-speed steel, carbides, and diamond tools and 

magnets. The use in lithium-ion batteries is far out-stripping the demand from all other uses. 

 

 

Source: Global Energy Metals Corp. 

 

Total cobalt demand was 94,000 tonnes in 2016 and 101,000 tonnes in 2017, and is estimated to reach 108,000 tonnes 

in 2018, 114,000 tonnes in 2019, and exceed 120,000 tonnes in 2020. Approximately 60% of this demand will be 

accounted for by battery consumption. 

 

The rechargeable battery segment is the largest and, potentially, the fastest growing use of cobalt. This growth in 

battery consumption is anticipated to come primarily from the increasing demand for electric vehicles. The lithium-ion 

battery for use in the electric vehicle market represents the key “driver” for the demand for cobalt in the future. 

 

 

Cobalt: Supply 

 

Although cobalt is mined around the world, about 60% of global production comes from the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC). This country is highly unstable and widely-known for being notorious for internal conflict, child labour, 

and decaying infrastructure. China, which controls the majority of refined global cobalt output, relies on the DRC to 

provide it with over 90% of its needed cobalt supply.  

 

Clearly, there is considerable geo-political risk to global cobalt supply in having the DRC as the world’s primary 

source of cobalt production. As such, production of copper and nickel in stable areas of the world becomes a key 

determinant in assessing cobalt production requirements. 
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Global cobalt production has trended slowly upward over the last five years (in tonnes): 

● 2014: 91,754; ● 2015: 98,113; ● 2016: 93,889; ● 2017: 116,937; ● 2018: 122,729. 

This trend is expected to continue growing at 5% - 8% per annum. 

 

 

Cobalt: Pricing 

 

The following chart, courtesy of InfoMine, shows the trend in cobalt pricing over the last five years. After a brief spike 

in 2017, the market returned to a normal, stable basis by the end of 2018. 

 

 
2018 saw a decline in the price of cobalt. This is attributable primarily to increased supply from the world’s largest 

cobalt market, the DRC. Market volatility impact on pricing was also created by constraints on the availability of credit 

and a slight softening in demand from China, the world’s largest end-market.  

 

Another issue that had an impact on cobalt prices in 2018 was the implementation of subsidy changes in China, which 

affected the demand for electric vehicles and, therefore, batteries for them. However, longer term, the subsidies are 

instrumental in generating cobalt demand for electric vehicles that can achieve longer driving distances because this 

will require utilizing lithium-ion batteries that include nickel, cobalt, and manganese (NCM batteries). The initial 

electric vehicle batteries did not include cobalt in them. 

 

The next chart shows the trend in cobalt prices over the last six months. After bottoming in March 2019, prices began 

to firm in April. 
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Certain supply disruptions are expected to be resolved in H1/2019 and lead to a possible supply surplus. This is not 

anticipated to be resolved until Q4/2019 since new electric vehicle sales tend to be concentrated in the final quarter of 

the year. 

 

Looking ahead, there are mounting concerns about the DRC’s new mining code since it involves raising taxes and 

royalties to 10%. Falling prices and rising taxes are putting cost pressures on operators, particularly those operating at 

the margin. 

 

A cloud on the horizon is Tesla’s announcement that it intends to phase out cobalt use in its batteries. If implemented, 

this could put a crimp on cobalt pricing. In the meantime, demand for cobalt remains strong across all end-uses and this 

should provide solid support for a rising trend in cobalt prices. 

 

Thus, prices are expected to firm slightly throughout 2019 and without the spike, up and down, seen in 2017/2018. 

Pushing prices higher is the increase in cobalt demand given the move to NCM batteries. The favourable trend in 

cobalt pricing in the next few years is expected to come from increased electric vehicle sales, from both organic growth 

and the introduction of additional models.  

 

 

Information for our cobalt industry report was sourced from the following: 

 
● Global Energy Metals Corp.: https://www.globalenergymetals.com/     

 

● Cobalt Institute: https://www.cobaltinstitute.org/statistics.html    

 

 

 

 

COMPARABLES 
 

Set out on the next two pages are a list of publicly-quoted cobalt companies.  

 

 

Bob Weir, CFA 

Contributing Analyst  
 

 
 

 

eResearch was established in 2000 as Canada's first equity issuer-sponsored research organization. As a primary 

source for professional investment research, our Subscribers (subscription is free!!!) benefit by having written 

research on a variety of small- and mid-cap, under-covered companies. We also provide unsponsored research 

reports on middle and larger-sized companies, using a combination of fundamental and technical analysis. We 

complement our corporate research coverage with a diversified selection of informative, insightful, and thought-

provoking research publications from a wide variety of investment professionals. We provide our professional 

investment research and analysis directly to our extensive subscriber network of discerning investors, and 

electronically through our website: www.eresearch.ca. 

 
Note: All of the comments, views, opinions, suggestions, recommendations, etc., contained in this Article, and which 

is distributed by eResearch Corporation, are strictly those of the Author and do not necessarily reflect those of  

eResearch Corporation. 
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<continued> 
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