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Speaker:
Good morning and welcome to the show. This is Justin Taylor and today we are going to talk about rare earths. Not all of our listeners may be familiar with this term. Years ago only scientists and mineralogists knew what rare earths were, and what they were needed for. As modern technology advances, the demand for these rare earth elements, or REEs, is also growing: approximately 134,000 tonnes last year, and the figure may well go up to 180,000 tonnes in the next few years. Some of you may also have heard that we are largely dependent on China, the world’s biggest supplier of rare earths – and China has recently reduced its exports of rare earths from 50,000 to 30,000 tonnes. So what are the consequences for industrial nations, especially since recycling rare earths doesn’t really seem to be an option yet? Before we introduce the participants in our discussion, we would like to answer the question: What exactly are rare earths? Here to tell us more about rare earths is our correspondent, Jo Edwards.

Jo Edwards:
Thank you Justin. The rare earth elements are a group of 17 naturally occurring metallic elements used in small amounts in everything from high-powered magnets to batteries and electronic circuits. The materials (including scandium, yttrium and a group of elements called the lanthanides) have specific chemical and physical properties that make them useful in improving the performance of computer hard drives and catalytic converters, mobile phones, hi-tech televisions, sunglasses and lasers. 
As technology advances, so the demand for the metals rises; in the past decade, their use has doubled. There are several kilograms of such elements in typical hybrid petrol-electric cars made by Toyota and Honda, a market that will expand in coming years. Despite their name, rare earth elements are not actually all that rare. In a report on the elements published this year, the British Geological Survey put their natural abundance on the same level as copper or lead. 
China has a near-monopoly on mining the elements. According to the geological survey China has 37% of the world's estimated reserves, about 36m tonnes, but controls more than 97% of production. The former Soviet bloc has around 19m tonnes and the US 13m, with other large deposits held by Australia, India, Brazil and Malaysia. The Royal Society of Chemistry is raising awareness of declining mineral resources, making conservation of rare earth and other elements a priority for 2011. 
The US House of Representatives is also worried about security of supply and is considering legislation to try to end America's dependence on Chinese imports. The Mountain Pass mine in California, shut down in 2002 because of environmental and cost issues, is now to be reopened, along with potential mines at Bear Lodge in Wyoming and Bokan Mountain in Alaska. 
Other sources, untapped as yet, include Greenland. Estimates suggest the land mass could meet 25% of global demand for REEs. South Africa also has potential for rich REE deposits, as do Malawi, Madagascar and Kenya.

Speaker:
Thank you, Jo. Now I would like to introduce the participants in our discussion.
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