OPINION

Global graphite market
set for change
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World natural graphite production relative to world steel production.
The major primary producing and exSource: USGS and World Steel Association
porting countries are China, North Korea
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and Brazil. Importing countries include
the US, China (from Korea), Germany,
Japan and India which accounted for approximately 250,000 tpa of global trade
in 2014. China has consistently been
the leading global exporter, while the US
has consistently been the leading global
importer, sourcing 50,000-70,000 tpa
over the past 15 years. Sri Lanka has
exported about 4,000 tpa of vein graphite in recent years at prices in excess of
$US1,600/t according to UN trade data.
Flake graphite prices remained relatively steady for many years until 2005,
after which they climbed gradually to
2008, declined in 2009 following the
GFC and then resumed an upward trend,
spiking dramatically from 2011 through
2012. Prices have since returned to 2008
levels due to excess production versus
market demand.
As a rule of thumb, the larger and purer the graphite flake size, the higher the
price. Prices range from about $US500/t
(cost, insurance and freight) for minus
75 micron product to approximately
$US2,000/t for jumbo flakes greater than
300 micron diameter and greater than
94% carbon content. Uncoated spherical graphite for use in lithium-ion batteries is currently around $US3,000/t,

having decreased slightly during 2015.
Coated spherical graphite commands
significantly higher prices of around
$US7,000/t or more.
Graphite consumption per tonne of
steel is projected to decrease, as refractory consumption efficiencies improve
in China and as global steel production
slows. Graphite demand linked to growth
in electric vehicles, domestic and commercial power storage could be impacted
by alternative battery technology such
as aluminium-titanium “yolk-shell” na-

noparticle anodes which are likely to use
less graphite. If the manufacture of such
nanoparticles becomes feasible and
economic, the life time of batteries may
be significantly extended which would
reduce spherical graphite consumption
and production.
Risks
Overproduction of flake graphite in China, in addition to proposed production by
existing producers in other countries and
global graphite explorers, poses a risk to
supply-demand balance.
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