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A decade ago no one except geologists had heard of tantalum or 'coltan' - an obscure mineral
that is an essential ingredient in mobile phones and laptops. Then, in 2000, reports began to
leak out of Congo: of mines deep in the jungle where coltan was extracted in brutal conditions
watched over by warlords. The United Nations sent a team to investigate, and its exposé of the
relationship between violence and the exploitation of coltan and other natural resources
contributed to a re-examination of scholarship on the motivations and strategies of armed
groups.The politics of coltan encompass rebel militias, transnational corporations, determined
activists, Hollywood celebrities, the rise of China, and the latest iGadget. Drawing on Congolese
and activist voices, Nest analyses the two issues that define coltan politics: the relationship
between coltan and violence in the Congo, and contestation between activists and corporations
to reshape the global tantalum supply chain. The way production and trade of coltan is
organised creates opportunities for armed groups, but the Congo wars are not solely, or even
primarily, about coltan or minerals generally. Nest argues the political significance of coltan lies
not in its causal link to violence, but in activists' skillful use of mobile phones as a symbol of how
ordinary people and transnational corporations far from Africa are implicated in Congo's coltan
industry and therefore its conflict. Nest examines the challenges coltan initiatives face in an
activist 'marketplace' crowded with competing justice issues, and identifies lessons from coltan
initiatives for the geopolitics of global resources more generally.

"A clear, thorough and urgent contribution to our understanding of what's going on - and,
hopefully, to the campaign to end it."New Internationalist"Carefully researched, clearly written,
and of perfect length. It thus deserves a large audience from people in search of information
about the Congo, coltan, resource exploitation, or global political economic connections."African
Affairs"Both a convenient reference source for the statistics in the first chapter and also
extremely handy for reading at leisure - 10/10."Materials World"Nest describes in fascinating
detail the relationships between the different rebel groups in Congo and coltan. [His] is a very
valuable analysis, which will be of wide general appeal to Africanists and others interested in the
politics of natural resources. It would also be particularly suitable for use in undergraduate
classes as a case study."African Studies Quarterly"An excellent discussion of the causes of
uncontrolled actors in the mining industry and the problems of establishing a system to bring
accountability to the users of minerals."Choice"I could not put it down - the subject matter
challenged my ethics in ways I had never imagined possible."Africa on the Blog"One of the most
fascinating books I read this year. A must-read for anyone interested in conflict minerals or
advocacy in general as it points to both successes and failures in the DRC-focused
movement."Texas in Africa"This book's treatment of the topic will be a major advancement in



exposing the illegal coltan trade, and contributes to a broader understanding of how the global
mining sector is changing as China carves out an increasingly dominant role and how natural
resources continue to destablize parts of the world."Ian Taylor, University of St Andrews"In this
excellent book Michael Nest examines whether the cycles of violence in an impoverished region
are caused by the behaviour of wealthy consumers. Are we as users of mobile telephones
fuelling a terrible war? Nest provides a highly informative account, challenging commonly held
views and presenting the facts in a lively and accessible manner."Anke Hoeffler, University of
Oxford"In this brilliant primer, Nest demonstrates that coltan is only one source among many of
the conflicts in Congo. He ably gets behind the headlines and NGO press releases to uncover
the real and lasting role that this key resource has played in Congo's unending struggles."John F.
Clark, Florida International UniversityAbout the AuthorMichael Nest is an independent scholar
working on governance and development issues related to natural resources. His previous book
was on the economic dimensions of the Congo War.
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jockbroker, “Conflict Minerals with an objective slant. If you are familiar with the standard point of
view about "Conflict Minerals" that uses body counts in the five million plus range, this books
tries to look at this problem in a more objective tone. I know it is hard to be objective when
people are being victimized by tribal militias in the Democratic Republic of Congo, but too many
exposes on this matter seem to think that the higher the body count, the more likely people are
to respond. There is indeed a HUGE human toll that is taking place in the mines of the DRC and
then black market prices for tantalum continue to foster an environment of low priced cell
phones that keep this deadly cycle going. Part of the objectivity in this book relates the author's
views about ten (10) initiatives for changing the rules of how coltan and other conflict minerals
are being dealt with internationally. This is more than helpful since many books will only deal
with their points of view about these issues and their focus will also tend to be built around a
rationale for justifying their own positions.This could be a first book for anyone wanting to know
more about Conflict Minerals but my guess is that it will not be. Most people come to this issue
from an impassioned point of view and look to have their pre-suppositions reinforced and for
many readers this will not happen. But that is why I highly recommend the book so that multiple
sides of this issue become more vivid.”

George Mason, “Finally, Accuracy and Relevance for this topic. Finally a complete account of
the real amount of Coltan produced in the DRC and what it is used for. Coltan is nothing new and
Tantalum Capacitors have been used for decades. That said, it is still a valuable resource and
the author does a good, solid job of linking the artisanal mining industry in the DRC to the Hutu/
Tutsi conflict as well as other ethno-political strife in the the region.Coltan isn't the root cause but
it is certainly partially funding a social and humanitarian disaster with no good solutions in site.I
recommend reading this book in conjunction with "Consuming the Congo" by Peter
Eichenstaedt.”

Diz, “Blood Mineral. I have to admit I didn't really know very much about coltan before reading
this book. I knew it had something to do with mobile phones and came from a war-torn part of
Africa and that was about it. But after reading this, I not only know a lot more about coltan, I also
know lot more about the role of such substances not just in funding various murderous militias
but in global trade - and thus politics - generally.The term 'coltan' as it is used in this book:'...is
an abbreviation of columbite-tantalite, a mixture of two mineral ores, and is the common name
for these ores in eastern Congo. Tantalum is the name of the metal extracted from tantalite-
bearing ores, including coltan, after processing.' (P3)There are many other parts of the world
where tantalite ore may be found, but 'coltan' specifically refers to the ore mined in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). Most tantalite sources are exploited by global mining
conglomerates. Coltan is different as it is extracted by 'artisanal' means - by individual miners



digging it up wherever they can find it. It is implicated in the funding of the continuing armed
struggles in the DRC and is considered a 'blood mineral' in the same sense as 'blood
diamonds'.This book sets about exploring not only the nature of coltan mining in the DRC but all
associated issues - the full supply chain, from digging it out of the ground through to its use in
mobile phones and laptop computers.The book consists of just five chapters: 1. Facts, figures
and myths, 2. Organization of Production and Markets, 3. Coltan and conflict, 4. Advocacy,
campaigns and initiatives and 5. The future of coltan politics.Straight away, in chapter 1, the
author sets about exploding common myths. The DRC does not hold 80% of the world's supply
of tantalite, whether as coltan or otherwise. The figure is nearer 30%. The importance of the
coltan deposits in the DRC is directly related to the spot price for the ore on global markets. Most
suppliers negotiate long-term contracts with customers, but that is not practical in the DRC
because the ore is extracted artisanally and not by global mining companies.This leads on to
chapter 2, where the author examines just how the coltan 'business' is organised in the DRC. As
he says:'First, most of the world's tantalum by quantity and value is produced in large industrial
mines using modern methods requiring safety and environmental standards...Second, where
tantalum is produced by artisanal and small-scale methods, as is the case in the DRC,
production is organised. The physicality of artisanal mining - mud, water, dirt and dust - should
not be confused with an absence of order.' (P31)He goes on to explain why the organisation of
the industry in the DRC is as it is, and explores the implications of this.In chapter 3, the author
looks at the relationship between coltan mining and the on-going conflicts in the DRC and
neighbouring countries. As such, he paints a far more detailed, historically aware and nuanced
picture than is ever presented in the majority of the mass-media. With direct reference to mineral
exploitation, he points out that:'...the interests and strategies of armed groups have evolved. At
various times, natural resources have been the most important motivating factor for some armed
groups . However, armed groups have always been motivated by a combination of factors, not
only natural resources...[Coltan's] significance as a factor in violence has fluctuated over time,
from location to location, and in general the significance of coltan has been exaggerated. Coltan
is not the most important, or even a major, cause of violence.' (P67)Chapter 4 looks at the global
(or at least western) response to the perceived violence and destruction taking place in the
DRC. The author analyses various campaigns - those based on human rights, sexual violence
and developmental issues through to those arising from environmental and wild-life
concerns.The author suggests that:'[t]he difficulty in knowing what to do is partly about
confusion around the cause-and-effect relationships between coltan, other minerals, armed
groups, mobile phones and violence in the DRC, but also partly about there being so many
global justice issues in which to get involved and whether involvement can make a
difference.' (P153)However, he does conclude that some campaigns have been successful,
particularly those aimed at companies using tantalum in their products. These mainly western
corporates are susceptible to consumer, or end-user, pressure and so campaigns aimed at
raising awareness among these groups can be effective.But in the final chapter, he points out



that the increasing involvement of Chinese companies in Africa generally might undermine this
success. Are Chinese corporations susceptible to the same sorts of pressures as their western,
Korean and Japanese counterparts? Although, he suggests, most such Chinese companies are
state-run (this is probably not strictly accurate - they are more likely party-run. See '
  
The Party

  
  
' by Richard McGregor) and thus their behaviour might seem to directly reflect on perceptions
of China itself, this does not seem to have mitigated Chinese involvement in some fairly
unsavoury regimes around the world.In conclusion, the author states that:'[t]he issues that
define coltan politics - armed groups' efforts to control and tax production and trade in the DRC
and international contestation between activists and corporations over the global supply chain -
are a story of globalisation.' (P181)It is not possible to extract the problems in the DRC from a
wider context; it is really important to recognise the interconnectedness of the whole coltan
chain.'But let us get to the heart of the matter. What can and should a concerned person do to
end the relationship between coltan and war in eastern DRC? The most important step is to
learn the facts about natural resources and conflict, so any actions and decisions are taken from
an informed position.' (P184)This book goes a very long way in helping to establish that position.
Overall then, this is a highly readable, detailed, calm but committed examination of the
relationship between a mineral ore and the social, economic and political turmoil that it can
cause.”

D I Calvert, “Introduction to Tantalite Bearing Ores & DRC Tragedy. This is a 2011 account
centred on the politics and bigger pictures. The detailed, descriptive material on tantalite mining
and transportation in DRC is noteworthy.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Four Stars. Good”

Neutral, “A Far Away Country. Coltan is the name used in the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC) to describe tantalite, a mineral primarily used in the production of tantalum capacitors
which are found in many electronic products such as mobile phones, laptop computers and



pagers. Its advantage is that when refined it becomes a heat resistant powder that can hold a
high electrical charge. Over the past decade it has risen from obscurity to became a focus for
international discussion in what Michael Nest calls the "politics of coltan". The three issues
which have come to define the politics of coltan are its relationship with ongoing violence in the
Congo, competition to reshape the global coltan supply chain and its impact on the natural
habitat.Much of the Congolese trade is illicit and controlled by militias from within the Congo and
surrounding countries such as Uganda, Burundi and Rwanda. Although Rwanda and Uganda
possess very little coltan during the war in the 1990's exports of coltan from Rwanda rose by
500%.It is shipped abroad and sold on to multi-national companies such as Nokia, Dell, Hewlett-
Packard, Sony, Ericsson and IBM. A United Nations report in 2001 did not blame multi-national
companies for the conflict in the Congo but argued the illegal exploitation of coltran served as
"the engine of the conflict in the DRC" by providing the "massive availability of financial
resources for the Rwandan Patriotic Army and the individual enrichment of top Ugandan military
commanders and civilians" and facilitated "the emergence of illegal networks headed by either
top military officers or businessmen."The widespread myth that the DRC holds 80% of the
world's supply of coltan is quickly debunked. Nest states, "the 80% figure is rarely referenced
and when it is the reference is unreliable." Articles using the 80% figure provide insufficient
empirical evidence to prove their assertion. If they did it would be against the norm of never
letting the facts get in the way of a good story. The most relevant figure is that ten per cent of the
world output originates in the DRC. In addition, there has been a rapid expansion of exports to
Communist China which now takes most of the coltan for processing into electro grade tantalum
powder and wires. Anti-Western critics often overlook this recent development. Similarly, they
ignore those Western companies who have ceased to take uncertified coltan from Congo for
ethical reasons. Furthermore, whereas multi-nationals have complied with environmental
protection safeguards such as the 2002 mining code, it has proved impossible to enforce the
code on small scale and artisanal operations. The impact of these operations has been
devastating for the environment and habitat.Production of coltan in the DRC is achieved
artisanally, in a manner not totally dissimilar to methods used by gold miners in the nineteenth
century. In the manner of the gold rush miners they moved on as soon as prices dropped.
Others, especially children, are attracted to mining because it provides (by Congolese
standards) a high wage. While humanitarian concern has been expressed about the use of child
labour in the coltan industry Nest draws attention to the fact that child labour is widespread
throughout the Congo. "All armed groups have recruited child soldiers." This has been done by
kidnapping and violence (especially against women) brutalising all those involved. However,
Nest concludes that the battle over mineral rights has not been the main reason for war in the
DRC. The absence of effective government institutions is another as is the ethnic division
between Hutus and Tutsis within a number of neighbouring countries, including Uganda and
Rwanda.In 1994 the Zaire President, Juvenal Habyarimana, a Hutu who favoured his own ethnic
group at home and elsewhere was killed when his plane was shot down. The Rwandan Patriotic



Front responded by systematically attacking Tutsis and moderate Hutus killing 800,000 before
fleeing into Zaire with two million refugees. In 1995 Zairean government forces attacked Tutsis in
an attempt to force them back into Rwanda. Two years later Rwandan and Ugandan backed
rebels desposed President Mobutu of Zaire, Lauren Kabila was installed as President and Zaire
renamed the DRC. The following year the RPF changed sides starting a war which lasted four
years and caused four million deaths. Even after the conclusion of hostilities militas remained
active in the eastern part of the DRC. In addition, ethnic tension exists between the Congolese
Hutu and the Hunde who regard them as immigrants.Coltan passes through a variety of hands
before being bought by a comptoir or minerals trading firm. Each stage carries risks of armed
intervention or fraud. Whereas minerals are often subject to forward pricing, coltan is sold on
the "spot" market for cash and immediate delivery. The price fluctuates from market to market
and day to day. The beneficiaries are the militas, the deprived the people of the DRC. Ironically,
as the price boom at the turn of the century petered out the motivation for the militas to be
involved also fell. "The reason coltan has become significant is the way in which it has been
used by activists to draw attention to a war neglected by the international community. Part of the
campaign has been to overlay their argument with consumers' guilt. Whether consumer
spending habits will change on ethical grounds is dubious. The DRC, as with Czechoslovakia in
1938, is too far away to prick the conscience, even if the issue is the decline of the Mountain
Gorilla.This reviewer, having lived through African decolonialism, was surprised at his lack of
knowledge of Central Africa. This book provides wealth of information and raises issues which
deserve to be addressed in addition to highlighting an issue with which all of us should be
concerned. Five stars.”

Diz, “Blood Mineral. I have to admit I didn't really know very much about coltan before reading
this book. I knew it had something to do with mobile phones and came from a war-torn part of
Africa and that was about it. But after reading this, I not only know a lot more about coltan, I also
know lot more about the role of such substances not just in funding various murderous militias
but in global trade - and thus politics - generally.The term 'coltan' as it is used in this book:'...is
an abbreviation of columbite-tantalite, a mixture of two mineral ores, and is the common name
for these ores in eastern Congo. Tantalum is the name of the metal extracted from tantalite-
bearing ores, including coltan, after processing.' (P3)There are many other parts of the world
where tantalite ore may be found, but 'coltan' specifically refers to the ore mined in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). Most tantalite sources are exploited by global mining
conglomerates. Coltan is different as it is extracted by 'artisanal' means - by individual miners
digging it up wherever they can find it. It is implicated in the funding of the continuing armed
struggles in the DRC and is considered a 'blood mineral' in the same sense as 'blood
diamonds'.This book sets about exploring not only the nature of coltan mining in the DRC but all
associated issues - the full supply chain, from digging it out of the ground through to its use in
mobile phones and laptop computers.The book consists of just five chapters: 1. Facts, figures



and myths, 2. Organization of Production and Markets, 3. Coltan and conflict, 4. Advocacy,
campaigns and initiatives and 5. The future of coltan politics.Straight away, in chapter 1, the
author sets about exploding common myths. The DRC does not hold 80% of the world's supply
of tantalite, whether as coltan or otherwise. The figure is nearer 30%. The importance of the
coltan deposits in the DRC is directly related to the spot price for the ore on global markets. Most
suppliers negotiate long-term contracts with customers, but that is not practical in the DRC
because the ore is extracted artisanally and not by global mining companies.This leads on to
chapter 2, where the author examines just how the coltan 'business' is organised in the DRC. As
he says:'First, most of the world's tantalum by quantity and value is produced in large industrial
mines using modern methods requiring safety and environmental standards...Second, where
tantalum is produced by artisanal and small-scale methods, as is the case in the DRC,
production is organised. The physicality of artisanal mining - mud, water, dirt and dust - should
not be confused with an absence of order.' (P31)He goes on to explain why the organisation of
the industry in the DRC is as it is, and explores the implications of this.In chapter 3, the author
looks at the relationship between coltan mining and the on-going conflicts in the DRC and
neighbouring countries. As such, he paints a far more detailed, historically aware and nuanced
picture than is ever presented in the majority of the mass-media. With direct reference to mineral
exploitation, he points out that:'...the interests and strategies of armed groups have evolved. At
various times, natural resources have been the most important motivating factor for some armed
groups . However, armed groups have always been motivated by a combination of factors, not
only natural resources...[Coltan's] significance as a factor in violence has fluctuated over time,
from location to location, and in general the significance of coltan has been exaggerated. Coltan
is not the most important, or even a major, cause of violence.' (P67)Chapter 4 looks at the global
(or at least western) response to the perceived violence and destruction taking place in the
DRC. The author analyses various campaigns - those based on human rights, sexual violence
and developmental issues through to those arising from environmental and wild-life
concerns.The author suggests that:'[t]he difficulty in knowing what to do is partly about
confusion around the cause-and-effect relationships between coltan, other minerals, armed
groups, mobile phones and violence in the DRC, but also partly about there being so many
global justice issues in which to get involved and whether involvement can make a
difference.' (P153)However, he does conclude that some campaigns have been successful,
particularly those aimed at companies using tantalum in their products. These mainly western
corporates are susceptible to consumer, or end-user, pressure and so campaigns aimed at
raising awareness among these groups can be effective.But in the final chapter, he points out
that the increasing involvement of Chinese companies in Africa generally might undermine this
success. Are Chinese corporations susceptible to the same sorts of pressures as their western,
Korean and Japanese counterparts? Although, he suggests, most such Chinese companies are
state-run (this is probably not strictly accurate - they are more likely party-run. See '
  



The Party

  
  
' by Richard McGregor) and thus their behaviour might seem to directly reflect on perceptions
of China itself, this does not seem to have mitigated Chinese involvement in some fairly
unsavoury regimes around the world.In conclusion, the author states that:'[t]he issues that
define coltan politics - armed groups' efforts to control and tax production and trade in the DRC
and international contestation between activists and corporations over the global supply chain -
are a story of globalisation.' (P181)It is not possible to extract the problems in the DRC from a
wider context; it is really important to recognise the interconnectedness of the whole coltan
chain.'But let us get to the heart of the matter. What can and should a concerned person do to
end the relationship between coltan and war in eastern DRC? The most important step is to
learn the facts about natural resources and conflict, so any actions and decisions are taken from
an informed position.' (P184)This book goes a very long way in helping to establish that position.
Overall then, this is a highly readable, detailed, calm but committed examination of the
relationship between a mineral ore and the social, economic and political turmoil that it can
cause.”

Martyn Davies, “Thorough demystification of the politics of African tantalum. Columbite-Tantalite
is an ore, which when processed yields the metal Tantalum (atomic number 73), which is used in
nearly all hand-held electronic devices. Tantalum is used in capacitors (an electronic
component), where the advantage is that a physically small size of component can still have a
very high capacitance figure. This means that tantalum is indispensable for creating micro-
electronics.Michael Nest uses the term "Coltan" in this book to refer specifically to Tantalite that
is mined in the Democratic Republic of Congo, as distinct from ores that are mined (often in
industrial scale) elsewhere in the world, such as Australia. The contribution of DRC "coltan" is
relatively small (Nest suggests a peak figure of 9% of world supply in the soaring speculation
market of the 2000's), although many activists, politicians and journalists have given the
impression that the DRC is a prime supplier. The DRC is a mess, having been involved in a
whole sequence of conflicts and disruptions since the late 90's. Coltan is a source of revenue,
often seized by armed groups of different political persuasions, and is therefore linked to theft,
killings and sexual violence. Campaigners have seized on this, and have been keen to use



"blood tantalum" as an emotive way to mobilize governments and peoples in the developed
world to help bring change to central Africa. Often these campaigns have focused on the mobile
phone (e.g. the "No Blood on My Mobile!" campaign) in an attempt to connect consumer
emotion to the problems of the DRC. In reality tantalum is not used only in mobiles but rather in
all microelectronics, and the DRC have a relatively small share, so who knows where the
tantalum in your mobile or ipod might come from?Michael Nest's book is a scholarly work, but an
easy read. It is an indispensable book about the politics of coltan, but going beyond that has to
be a valuable book for anyone interested in the complex politics of central Africa, and for any
student that wants to understand the forces involved in modern wars, where control of natural
resources is often a significant  driver.”

The book by Michael Nest has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 23 people have provided feedback.
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