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The new head of Gécamines, the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo’s state mining 
company, said the country had missed 
the opportunity to leverage its domi-
nance in the cobalt market and attract 
investment off the back of the metal 
that is vital for batteries in electric cars 
and electronics.

Gécamines chair Guy Robert Lukama 
told the Financial Times that Indone-
sia’s sudden emergence as a rival 
cobalt supplier was threatening the 
market position and economic develop-
ment chances of the world’s biggest pro-
ducer, unless export quotas could be co-
ordinated.

The DRC has struggled to use its dom-
inance to drive up prices and push com-
panies to invest in materials processing 
and battery manufacturing in the coun-
try, he added, as other nations that are 
rich in the resources used in clean 
energy tech, such as Indonesia, have 

made headway.  “We have some 
concerns about the cobalt market. We 
have a challenge with logistics and 
power,” he said. 

“The window of opportunity we had 
to drive the market and keep big value 
here — we lost it.” 

The DRC produced 73 per cent of the 
world’s cobalt last year but that is set to 
shrink to 57 per cent by 2030 as Indone-
sia increases output as a side product of 
its rapidly growing nickel industry, 
according to the Cobalt Institute, a glo-
bal lobby group. Cobalt prices have 
plunged 65 per cent from $40 per pound 
in just over a year to $14 per pound, a 
crash that Lukama said had been “very 
painful” for the DRC.

Analysts expect a glut for at least two 
years, while the metal’s longer-term 
prospects could be challenged by efforts 
to reduce its use in batteries, partly due 
to human rights concerns linked to 
DRC’s wildcat cobalt mining, and the 
fact that it is generated as a byproduct of 

copper and nickel. Lukama said Opec-
style export quotas for cobalt were 
needed to help push prices higher, add-
ing that the next two to three years were 
crucial for action. 

“Producer countries aren’t driving 
the price. Excess of supply needs to be 

organised properly. Some export quotas 
will be useful,” he said.

Once a powerhouse of the mining 
industry, producing almost 500,000 
tonnes of copper annually during the 
mid-1980s, Gécamines came close to 
collapse during the final years of 

Mobutu Sese Seko’s rule, which ended 
in 1997. 

It now owns minority stakes in most 
of DRC’s big cobalt and copper mines 
partnerships operated by foreign min-
ers such as Glencore, CMOC and 
Huayou Cobalt, but it no longer oper-
ates mines.

Albert Yuma Mulimbi was removed 
from the top position at the ailing state 
miner in 2021 after a decade in charge, 
following corruption claims that billions 
of dollars of revenue were diverted from 
the agency for political purposes during 
his tenure. Mulimbi has denied any 
wrongdoing. Alphonse Kaputo Kalubi 
ran the company for just over one year 
before Lukama took the reins in March.

Lukama is tasked with drawing up a 
turnround plan, including reducing 
hefty pension liabilities.

He fired warning shots to its joint ven-
ture partners that it would review cur-
rent arrangements, although he denied 
that was a campaign against Chinese 

investment. Changes could include 
stricter enforcement of contract provi-
sions, revising shareholdings and mech-
anisms for more revenue to go to 
Gécamines.

Of its joint ventures, Boss Mining cop-
per and cobalt project, launched with 
the Kazakh state-backed Eurasian 
Resources Group, was the highest prior-
ity. Kinshasa banned Boss Mining from 
operating after mine waste flooded into 
a river and a local community in March. 
It was “not a success story at all for us”, 
Lukama said. 

He also listed projects with Glencore’s 
Kamoto Copper Company, Hong Kong-
listed Jinchuan, China’s Pengxin and 
MMG as being up for review.

Following a tax dispute that resulted 
in $2.1bn of copper and cobalt stock-
piles building up after a 10-month 
export ban, Gécamines reached a deal in 
April with China’s CMOC to resume 
shipments from Tenke Fungurume, the 
world’s largest cobalt mine.
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tion. The move would have a significant 
impact on Nvidia, which responded to 
the October 7 controls by designing new 
graphics processing unit chips called the 
A800 and H800 to replace more 
advanced chips that were restricted 
under the controls.

Nvidia’s chief executive Jensen Huang 
recently said that the existing export 
controls could cause “enormous dam-
age” to the US tech industry. He said 
they had left his company with its 
“hands tied behind our back” by pre-
venting the Silicon Valley group from 
selling its most advanced chips to China.

While the A800 and H800 are slower 
than the chips they replaced, they are 
still the most important technology 
powering AI research and development 
for China’s tech giants.

nuclear weapons modelling. The Finan-
cial Times reported in March that Chi-
nese companies, including AI surveil-
lance groups blacklisted by the US, were 
finding ways to circumvent the export 
controls, including by renting access to 
A100 chips.

US national security adviser Jake Sul-
livan has described the Biden adminis-
tration’s approach as creating a “high 
fence” around a “small yard” of critical 
technologies such as AI, which are capa-
ble of enabling the Chinese military to 
use American technology to harm US 
security interests.

Beijing accuses the US of trying to 
“contain” China. In a move in May that 
most experts saw as retaliatory, China 
banned Chinese infrastructure opera-
tors from buying chips from Micron, the 

DEMETRI SEVASTOPULO — WASHINGTON

The Biden administration is contem-
plating new export controls on chips for 
artificial intelligence, as Washington 
increases its efforts to make it harder for 
China to obtain technology with mili-
tary applications.

The US commerce department is pre-
paring to update export controls intro-
duced last October in ways that could 
make it harder for companies such as 
Nvidia and Advanced Micro Devices to 
sell advanced chips to China, according 
to three people familiar with the situa-

Nvidia and AMD sales 
at risk over crackdown 
on supplies to China 
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The potential of artificial intelligence to 
transform the video games sector will 
be put to the test as two of the biggest 
industry participants this week intro-
duce products imbued with the latest 
technology. 

Video game makers are hoping to cut 
their multimillion-dollar budgets by 
adopting AI development tools that can 
generate dialogue, characters and land-
scapes. From the players’ point of view, 
the technology promises to improve 
their gaming experience as they interact 
with more lifelike characters and 
dynamic storylines. 

Unity Software, the company behind 
one of the most widely used game devel-
opment tool kits, this week launched AI 
technology that it says will simplify the 
creation of three-dimensional assets 
and animations for the 1.8mn develop-
ers that regularly use its products. 

Developers can apply to test out the 
products that Unity launched on Tues-
day. Other AI companies will be able to 
make their apps compatible with 
Unity’s toolkit through a platform that 
the San Francisco-based company also 
unveiled on Tuesday. 

Investor enthusiasm about the prod-
ucts sent Unity’s share price up about
15 per cent on Tuesday. 

Meanwhile, millions of players in 
China will test similar technology when 
NetEase, one of Asia’s largest games 
companies, launches Justice Mobile, a 
multiplayer title that features AI-pow-
ered characters. 

Justice will be the first mass-market 
test of generative AI’s application in a 
mainstream game. More than 40mn 
players have signed up for the martial- 
arts-themed game set in the medieval 
Song dynasty before it is due to hit 
mobile app stores tomorrow. 

Across the industry, gaming compa-
nies are cautiously embracing so-called 
generative AI systems, similar to the 
technology that powers OpenAI’s 
chatbot ChatGPT and image-creation 
services such as Midjourney, at a time 
when production logjams have ham-
pered developers. 

Companies have been forced to
delay the release of dozens of games 
over the past two years, including 

Unity and NetEase say latest 

tools can make games more 

realistic and cheaper to make

scripted interactions as in-game perso-
nas have traditionally done.

NetEase’s AI lab trained its own large 
language model, the same kind of tech-
nology behind chatbots such as Chat-
GPT and Google’s Bard, on Song dynasty 
literature to power the in-game 
responses, including the characters’ 
voices and expressions. 

Elsewhere in the industry, game 
development using the latest AI 
advances remains at a more nascent 
stage. Ubisoft is experimenting with 
automating some in-game scripting 
with its Ghostwriter tool, while Roblox 
has said it will let players create
in-game assets by typing a few words, 
without the need for traditional coding 
skills. 

Venture investors at Andreessen 
Horowitz project that games will be the 
form of entertainment “most impacted” 
by generative AI. They expect large cost 
savings in an industry where block-
buster games such as Grand Theft Auto 
and Call of Duty can cost as much as hun-
dreds of millions of dollars to create. 

“AI will make a creator — whether 

Microsoft-owned Bethesda’s Starfield 
and Nintendo’s latest title, Legend
of Zelda. 

John Riccitiello, chief executive of San 
Francisco-based Unity, said the impact 
of AI on gaming “may be bigger and 
faster” than the expansion driven by 
earlier technological shifts such as PC 
graphics cards and mobile apps. 

NetEase says Justice’s non-player 
characters will be “autono-

mous” and “more life-
like” as they chat with 
players and respond, 
developing their own 
personality traits 

rather than relying on 

Myths and 
magic: NetEase’s 
AI lab trained its 
large language 
model on Song 
dynasty 
literature to 
make ‘Justice’. 
Below, John 
Riccitiello, CEO 
of Unity — David Paul 
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‘Amazing’ 
potential 
should be 
balanced 
against the 
claims of 
‘breathless 
hypesters’ 

Tencent, Alibaba, Baidu, ByteDance 
and other Chinese groups placed addi-
tional orders for Nvidia chips when the 
generative AI wave exploded in China 
this year, according to two people famil-
iar with the situation.

The move would be the latest effort by 
President Joe Biden to make it harder 
for China to obtain advanced technolo-
gies, including AI chips that can be used 
for everything from the research and 
development of hypersonic weapons to 

Tencent, Alibaba, Baidu, 
ByteDance and others 
placed additional orders 
for Nvidia chips this year 
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Idaho-based semiconductor maker.
Biden is also preparing to issue an 

executive order that would create a 
mechanism to screen investment bound 
for China, in an effort to reduce the odds 
that US investors help support the Chi-
nese military.

In recent months, the US and EU have 
stressed that they are engaging in “de-
risking” in targeted sectors and not 
pushing for broader decoupling. Chi-
nese premier Li Qiang this week said 
any attempt to de-risk from China was a 
“false proposition”.

The update of export controls is 
expected at some point over the sum-
mer. The US commerce department and 
Nvidia declined to comment on the 
expected update, which was first 
reported by the Wall Street Journal.

US weighs tighter chip export controls

they’re an artist, coder, level designer or 
lighting person or any of the other speci-
alities in 3D creation — a great deal more 
productive,” said Riccitiello. 

“There will be billion-dollar fran-
chises and $10bn franchises rising out
of [AI technology] that haven’t been 
built yet [or that have been] barely 
imagined.” 

Unity was training thousands of 
employees to use AI, he noted. “Every 
game developer I know is doing some-
thing similar.” 

Julian Togelius, associate professor at 
the department of computer science 
and engineering at New York Univer-
sity, said the games industry was enter-
ing a “period of upheaval” where the 
“amazing” potential of AI should be bal-
anced against the claims of “breathless 
hypesters”. 

Togelius said: “We’ll see new types of 
games come out that are built for this.” 
However, he recognised the “sizeable 
contingent of [AI] haters in game devel-
opment” as creators feared for their jobs 
or worried that the quality of games 
would suffer. 

EDWARD WHITE — SEOUL
GLORIA LI — HONG KONG 

Chinese companies from foodmakers 
to tech start-ups are rushing into the 
country’s energy storage sector, 
spurred by massive state spending on 
President Xi Jinping’s plan to achieve 
energy independence.

The number of Chinese enterprises reg-
istered as energy storage companies has 
more than doubled in the past three 
years to nearly 109,000, according to 
data from Chinese companies informa-
tion provider Aiqicha.

Yijing Wang, founder of Hangzhou-
based 2060 Advisory, a cleantech-
focused investment advisory firm, said 
there was a “gold rush”, with a “dra-
matic” increase in the number of entre-
preneurs, state-backed and private-
sector investors targeting battery tech-
nologies and projects.

“We witnessed this change in only two 
to three years. This is an existing indus-
try . . . but it wasn’t sexy,” she said.

Energy storage, which includes large 
battery packs for grid-level storage, is 
viewed as a key pillar in China’s energy 
system overhaul after Xi promised to 
cut net carbon dioxide emissions to 
nearly zero by 2060 and to hit peak car-
bon before 2030.

Goldman Sachs forecasts that energy 

storage will be part of a more than $7tn 
infrastructure investment opportunity 
through to 2040.

However, there are fears of a boom-
and-bust cycle in batteries as people 
without expertise chase state funding. 
In recent years, tens of thousands of 
companies have started developing 
electric vehicles and computer chips 
after the sectors were prioritised for 
funding by Beijing. The energy storage 
rush has the same hallmarks.

In one example, China’s largest 
puréed food manufacturer Nanfang 
Black Sesame Group said in March that 
Jiangxi Xiaohei Xiaomi Food, a wholly 
owned subsidiary of the Shenzhen-
listed company, would pivot its business 
from food to energy storage and invest 
Rmb3.5bn ($480mn) in building a lith-
ium battery production base.

Battery technology supports the plan 
by the world’s biggest polluter to cut 
coal use and deploy more solar and wind 
power. It provides back-up when renew-
able energy sources do not produce suf-
ficient electricity.

Goldman forecasts that China 
requires about 520 gigawatts of energy 
storage by 2030, with as much as 
410GW coming from batteries. That 
reflects a 70-fold increase from battery 
storage levels in 2021.

Nikhil Bhandari, co-head of Gold-
man’s Asia-Pacific natural resources 
and cleantech research team, described 
energy storage as the “key enabler for 
renewables round the clock” in China. 

Neil Beveridge, an analyst with Bern-
stein in Hong Kong, said “overcapacity 
remains the greatest risk” facing inves-
tors buying into China’s battery value 
chain, although he noted that scale and 
technology would also likely “limit 
long-term winners to a narrow group of 
companies”.

Beijing’s plan 
to invest in 
power storage 
sparks battery 
‘gold rush’
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Gaming industry puts generative AI to the test

‘We witnessed this change 
in only two to three years. 
This is an existing industry 
. . . but it wasn’t sexy’
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Producer 
pressure: the 
Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo provided 
73% of the 
world’s cobalt 
last year, but a 
slide in prices 
has been ‘very 
painful’ for the 
country — Samir 
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