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The future of nickel can perhaps 
be best defined by its physi-
cal description: silvery-white 
and lustrous with a slight gold-

en tinge. Other commodities (such as 
gold) may be more popular, but nickel is 
a multipurpose, adaptable metal that has 
a potentially lustrous outlook. That out-
look might not be apparent from a recent 
chart of nickel’s price. Nickel has been 
buffeted by vacillating supplies from In-

makers and battery manufacturers have begun 
exploiting new combinations that allow them 
to swap cobalt for nickel in that mix. Batter-
ies with a higher proportion of nickel are light-
er and have also been found to deliver supe-
rior energy density over traditional NMC 111 
chemistry, thus reducing overall costs. 

Nickel’s day won’t come right away. The EV 
market still represents only a tiny fraction of 
overall demand for nickel. As a result, nickel 
prices are likely to remain weak until EV demand 
kicks in two to three years. Yet consider: The In-
ternational Energy Administration predicts an-
nual demand for electric cars to reach 125 mil-
lion by 2030 from three million currently. 

The world’s largest mining companies are al-
ready betting big on that projection. BHP Bil-
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donesia and the Philippines as well as drastic declines in China’s stock-
piles. More recently, U.S.-China trade tensions have created uncertain-
ty over demand for steel and stainless steel, putting downward pressure 
on prices for nickel, a key ingredient in both. As a result, nickel, after 
surging 63% on the London Metal Exchange between October 2017 
and April 2018 to a three-year high of $16,690 per tonne, has since 
fallen back to about $11,000 a tonne. 

Despite its gyrations, nickel still counts many investors among its 
faithful. Approximately 80% of the primary (i.e. not recycled) nickel 
consumed globally each year is used in alloys like stainless steel and 
superalloys. Nickel alloys are often used in harsh environments, from 

In 2017, EV batteries 
accounted for roughly 4% 
of total nickel demand—
but this figure is likely to 
increase fourfold within 
10 years from burgeoning 
EV demand.

chemical plants and petroleum refineries to 
power plants, jet engines and even the exhaust 
system of a Lamborghini. 

But nickel alloys are also a crucial 
ingredient in the batteries that power electric 
vehicles, or EVs. By 2030, the battery alone 
of an electric car will contain roughly 45kg of 
nickel. The worldwide push for EVs as a way 
to reduce emissions from fossil fuel-powered 
vehicles has already sent consumption of 
nickel for lithium-ion batteries soaring. In 
2017, EV batteries accounted for roughly 
4% of total nickel demand—but this figure 
is likely to increase fourfold within 10 years 
from burgeoning EV demand. 

Cobalt is another key ingredient in lithi-
um-ion batteries and so both it and nickel are 
likely to benefit most from the EV revolution. 
A conventional lithium-ion NMC 111 battery 
contains roughly equal quantities of nickel 
and cobalt, along with manganese. As nickel 
is a cheaper alternative to cobalt, many auto-

liton, Glencore and Vale are among a growing 
list of miners investing in a potential boom in nickel demand. Austra-
lian tycoon and politician Clive Palmer, for example, plans to reopen 
Queensland Nickel’s Yabulu refinery. Located in Townsville, Queensland, 
the nickel-cobalt refinery was one of the world’s largest for 40 years until 
it was shut down in early 2016 as nickel prices slumped to a 12-year low. 

Indonesia, which produces one-third of the world’s nickel ore, has 
been gradually raising output since early 2017 when it partially lifted a 
three-year export ban. Indonesian state miner PT Antam now aims to ex-
port 5 million tonnes of nickel ore in 2019, up from an estimated 3.9 mil-
lion tonnes in 2018. PT Antam and state-owned energy company Pertam-
ina are also teaming up to build their own lithium-ion battery factory.

Cash is also pouring in to Indonesian nickel production from abroad. 
Investors from China, Japan and South Korea are reportedly investing 
$4 billion to build a lithium battery factory at the Indonesia Morowali 
Industrial Park (IMIP) on the island of Sulawesi. The group also aims to 
establish a facility to produce nickel- and cobalt-based chemicals. 

The IMIP site is already home to 20 nickel ore processing facilities 
feeding 1.5 million tonnes of nickel pig iron annually into the nearby 
Tsingshan stainless steel mill. One of the suppliers of nickel to the Chi-
nese-owned facility is Hengjaya, a mine owned and operated by Austra-
lia’s Nickel Mines that raised A$200 million ($150 million) via an IPO in 
August 2018 on the Australian Securites Exchange. 

The bottom line is that nickel consumption by electric car battery 
makers may still be tiny. Yet it is only a matter of time before EV 
demand kicks in to send nickel demand soaring. The big miners are 
banking on it. F11k
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NICKEL’S WILD RIDE
Supply shocks, dwindling china 
stockpiles spark nickel volatility 

June ‘18
U.S.-China 

trade tensions 
erupt  

April ‘18
Prices surge on fears 

of U.S. sanctions 
against Russia’s 
Norilsk Nickel


