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Commodity dependence remains a critical issue for 
developing countries

Note: The boundaries and names shown, and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Source: UNCTAD 2023. State of Commodity Dependence.Geneva.
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Commodity-dependent countries and their main dependency, 2019–2021



It affects economic performance and exposes 
countries to shocks

Source: UNCTAD.
3

UNCTAD Commodity Price Index and GDP per capita in developing countries excluding China, 1996-2021, (annual % changes)
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Correlation coefficient = 0.62
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Source: IEA, Total demand for selected minerals by end use in the Net Zero Scenario, 2021-2050, IEA, Paris https://www.iea.org/data-and-statistics/charts/total-demand-for-selected-minerals-by-end-use-in-the-net-zero-scenario-2021-2050, IEA. Licence: CC BY 4.0

Increasing demand for critical energy transition minerals 
may risk deepening commodity dependence 



ChinaBrazil
Total: $1.57BTotal: $2.79B

1970

1970 3 559 284

2021 8 831 11 560

PIB per Capita (constant 2015 US$)

Total: $3.70TTotal: $335B
Total: $3.70TTotal: $335B

2021

The development trajectory of two countries 



Diversification is associated with higher GDP

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Association between diversification and total GDP, 2019
 



Diversification associated with high CO2 emissions: Countries need 
to diversify through a new low-carbon path
Association between diversification and carbon emissions, 1995-2019
 

Millions kt 
of CO2 
equivalent 

Number of products

Source: Commodities and Development Report 2023.
Note: Diversification shows the number of products exported based on the HS 6-digit classification, further disaggregated by unit value.



Across the world, increasing export diversification was usually 
accompanied by higher income inequality within countries

Source: UNCTAD based on calculations from UN Comtrade and World Bank Development Indicators.
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Association between diversification and Gini coefficient, selected countries
 



Previous technological revolutions were associated with increasing 
inequalities between countries
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Case of Lithium trade along the 
electric vehicle value chain



66% of lithium is sourced from brine deposits

Note: The boundaries and names shown, and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Source: bp; USGS; Weil and Ziemann, 2014.
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Production | Brine and mineral deposits

Brine-based Mineral-based Brine and mineral-based



Few mining companies lead lithium market

Note: The boundaries and names shown, and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Source: IRENA; Mining Technology; Yahoo Finance.
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Production | Main mining companies

• Albermale (US)

• SQM (Chile)

• Ganfeng Lithium (China)

• Tianqi Lithium (China)

• Mineral Resources 

Ltd. (Australia)

• Pilbara Minerals 

(Australia)

• Allkem (Argentina)

• Livent (US)

• Sichuan Yahua Industrial 

(China)

• Lithium Americas 

(Canada)



Batteries correspond to 80% of lithium end-use

Source: IEA, IRENA; Statista; USGS.
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Demand | Processing routes and applications

Mining / 
Extraction

Brine

Hard Rock

Carbonate

Concentrate

Others

Hydroxide

Glass & 

Ceramics

Lubricants

Polymers

Aluminium

Air Treatment

Pharmaceuticals

Chemicals

Batteries

Beneficiation / 

Chemical Process

Evaporation / 

Chemical Process

Processing Lithium Chemicals End-use



Trade is concentrated upstream in the value chain

Note: export value (2022) 

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Lithium trade flows along the EV value chain, 2022 (percentage of total exports)

HS 253090

HS 283691
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HS 282690

HS 282619

HS 284290
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HS 382499

HS 850790 

HS 850760

HS 870240 

HS 870360 

HS 870370 

HS 870380



Trade values increase downstream in the value chain

Note: export value (2022) 

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Lithium trade flows along the EV value chain, 2022 (USD)

HS 253090

HS 283691
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HS 282739
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HS 282619
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HS 284169 

HS 382499

HS 850790 
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What do countries export along 
the EV value chain? 



Most trade upstream in the value chain is in the lower price ranges

Note: export value (2022)

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Unit value of exports| Extraction and processing of Lithium | EV value chain
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(283691) Carbonates; lithium carbonate

$0-$19/kg $19-$69/kg $69-$144/kg $144-$207/kg

$207-$747/kg $747-1556/kg $1556-$2007/kg $2007-$17177/kg

$17177+/kg cumulative (right axis)



Battery material are traded in various ranges of unit values, mainly 
by developed countries

Note: export value (2022)

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Unit value of exports| Battery material containing Lithium | EV value chain
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284290 -  Salts of inorganic acids, …

$0-$3/kg $3-$29/kg $29-$69/kg

$69-$103/kg $103-$548/kg $548-$1215/kg

$1215-$1614/kg $1614-$3518 $3518+/kg



China is the major exporter of battery packs, mostly in the second 
to lowest unit value range 

Note: export value (2022)

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Unit value of exports| Battery packs | EV value chain
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850760 - Lithium-ion accumulators (excl. spent)

$0-$28/item $28-$232/item $232-$538/item $538-$770/item

$770-$2976/item $2976-$6286/item £6286-$7783/item $7783-$23361/item

$23361+/item cumulative (right axis)



China, Japan and the Republic of Korea export EVs in the lower unit value ranges, while the US, 
Poland, Mexico, the Netherlands and the UK target higher unit values  

Note: export value (2022)

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Unit value of exports| Electric vehicles | EV value chain
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870240 - Motor vehicles for the transport of >= 10 
persons …

$0-$93996/item $93996-$296080/item

$296080-$5992057item $599205-$644806/item

$644806-$1042092/item $1042092+/item

- -

- cumulative (right axis)
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870380 - Motor cars <10 persons only electric 

$0-$23903/item $23903-$41005/item

$41005-$66658/item $66658-$72479/item

$72479-$113912/item $113912-$176061/item

$176061-$283367/item $283367-$398683/item

$398683+/item cumulative (right axis)



Some upstream products are more complex than downstream ones

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Product complexity (UNCTAD method) | Products traded within all unit ranges | EV value chain

Mining / Extraction
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Mineral ore

HS 

282520
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Salts of inorganic 

acids…

HS 284169 

 Manganites…

HS 382499  
Chemical 

products and 
preparations… 

HS 870240

Only electric >10 pax

HS 870360 

Hybrid < 10 pax

HS 870370

Hybrid diesel < 10 pax

HS 870380

Only electric < 10 pax

HS 850790 

Plates, 

separators…

Processing Battery materials Electric Vehicles

HS 850760  

Lithium-ion 

accumulators

Battery packs

Brazil, Mexico

Colombia

Dominican 

Rep., 

Honduras

Average 

complexity of 

products:



Machinery, glue and lubricants are potential diversifications out of 
lithium ore

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Product complexity (UNCTAD method) | Potential new products close by in the product space

34 - Soaps, lubricants, 
waxes, candles, modelling 

pastes

84 - Machinery & mech 
appliance etc

35 - Albuminoids, modified 
starches, glues, enzymes

44 - Wood and articles of 
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7 - Edible vegetables and 
certain roots and tubers

76 - Aluminium and articles 
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Harnessing regional integration



Build regional value chains

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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EV value chain (countries in bold are current exporters, countries in italics are potential exporters)

Mining / Extraction

Brine

Hard Rock

HS 283691

Lithium 

Carbonate

HS 253090 

Mineral ore

HS 

282520

Hydroxide

HS 284290 

Salts of inorganic 

acids…

HS 284169 

 Manganites…

HS 382499  
Chemical 

products and 
preparations… 

HS 870240

Only electric >10 pax

HS 870360 

Hybrid < 10 pax

HS 870370

Hybrid diesel < 10 pax

HS 870380

Only electric < 10 pax

HS 850790 

Plates, 

separators…

Processing Battery materials

Electric Vehicles

HS 850760  

Lithium-ion 

accumulators

Battery packs

Argentina, Chile, 

Mexico, Peru, 

Brazil, Colombia, 

Costa Rica, 

Dominican Rep., 

Nicaragua, 

Panama,Uruguay

Argentina, Brazil, 

Colombia, Guatemala, 

Mexico, Panama, Peru, 

Bolivia, Chile, Costa 

Rica, Cuba, Dominican 

Rep., Ecuador, El 

Salvador, Grenada, 

Honduras, Nicaragua, 

Paraguay, Uruguay, 

Venezuela

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 

Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 

Dominican Rep., Ecuador, El 

Salvador, Guatemala, 

Mexico, Panama, Peru, 

Uruguay, Cuba, Ecuador, 

Grenada, Honduras, 

Nicaragua,  Paraguay, 

Venezuela 
Chile, Mexico, 

Brazil, Colombia



Increase trade with countries at the same level of 
complexity

Source: UNCTAD Secretariat based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Evolution of economic complexity, selected economies, 1995-2022 (index, US = 100)
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Coordinate industrial policies 

Source: UNCTAD based on calculations from UN Comtrade.
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Product diversification export opportunities to the world, selected countries (Million USD) 
 

Brazil Mexico

Products of machinery & mech. appliance etc

Brazil & 

Mexico



Ongoing research 
available on UNCTAD’s website

https://unctad.org/system/files/official-
document/ditccom2023d2_en.pdf

https://unctad.org/system/files/official-
document/ditcmisc2023d1_en_0.pdf

Thank you 

https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditccom2023d2_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditccom2023d2_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditcmisc2023d1_en_0.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditcmisc2023d1_en_0.pdf
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