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Over  the  last  several  years,  governments  worldwide  have
identified  the  minerals  they  consider  critical  to  national
security, industrial economies, and technological futures. They
have published lists, commissioned studies, offered subsidies,
imposed tariffs, and announced ambitious programs to achieve
independence  from  China.  Yet  I  believe  they  have  largely
overlooked a more immediate, potentially dangerous problem. The
greatest vulnerability of today’s critical mineral supply chains
may not be the availability of the minerals themselves. It may
be the financial survival of the relatively small number of
companies that can transform those minerals into the materials
manufacturing actually needs.

I propose that we begin identifying what I call the critical
companies in critical mineral supply chains. These are companies
whose disappearance, failure, or prolonged interruption would
remove an essential industrial capability that could not readily
be  replaced.  Some  are  profitable,  others  are  struggling  to
become  profitable,  and  still  others  exist  largely  because
investors  and  governments  believe  their  eventual  success  is
essential  to  developing  supply  chains  outside  China.  Their
strategic importance and economic viability are two entirely
different things, and confusing them may be one of the most
consequential mistakes in the current attempt to rebuild Western
industrial capacity. Pasted markdown
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There is another question I believe has received far too little
attention.  If  a  company  possesses  an  industrial  capability
essential  to  national  security  but  cannot  yet  earn  enough
revenue from commercial customers to sustain itself, who will
finance  its  survival?  More  importantly,  how  long  will  that
financing last, and what happens if the anticipated commercial
market never develops sufficiently to support the investment?
These questions concern the continuity of industrial production,
not simply the attractiveness of a particular company’s shares.

A mineral deposit is not a supply chain. Neither is a refinery,
a metallurgical plant, or a magnet factory. A functioning supply
chain is a sequence of qualified industrial operations in which
each  participant  supplies  a  product  that  meets  the  next
participant’s  technical,  economic,  and  delivery  requirements.
The failure of any indispensable participant can interrupt the
entire sequence, regardless of how much money has been invested
in the remaining participants. This is the distinction that I
believe  governments,  financial  markets,  and  some  industrial
planners have failed to appreciate when they equate financing
individual facilities with establishing industrial independence.

Consider the rare earth permanent magnet supply chain. It begins
with mineral deposits, but it does not end with separated rare
earth oxides: those oxides must become metals, alloys, magnets,
and  ultimately  qualified  components.  At  each  transition,
chemical composition, process consistency, manufacturing yield,
and  customer  acceptance  determine  whether  the  material  has
actually  become  useful.  Replacing  a  missing  participant
therefore requires more than installing equipment of nominally
equivalent  capacity;  it  requires  reproducing  an  operating
capability that the next customer can accept.

I  would  measure  corporate  criticality  primarily  through  the
consequences of losing that capability and the time required to



replace its qualified output. The relevant questions are how
much  downstream  production  would  become  unavailable,  what
inventories could bridge the interruption, and whether another
supplier could deliver an acceptable substitute before those
inventories were exhausted. A company need not dominate global
production  to  be  indispensable  to  a  particular  independent
supply chain. Chinese manufacturers might readily replace its
output  in  the  global  marketplace  while  defeating  the  very
diversification objective for which the alternative supplier was
established.

This imbalance is receiving greater institutional attention. The
International Energy Agency’s Global Critical Minerals Outlook
2026  estimates  that,  in  geographically  diversified  regions,
existing and announced rare earth refining capacity amounts to
approximately two-thirds of expected mined supply by 2035, while
planned  magnet  production  represents  only  one-third.  The
implication  is  that  additional  mining  capacity  does  not
translate proportionately into additional manufacturing security
when subsequent processing stages remain insufficient. Financing
the most visible project rather than the most consequential
missing  capability  can  therefore  leave  the  underlying
vulnerability  largely  intact.

Lynas Rare Earths Limited (ASX: LYC | OTCQX: LYSDY | OTCQX:
LYSCF)  provides  an  instructive  example  of  an  established
capability whose economics still matter. For the financial year
ended June 30, 2025, it reported revenue of A$556.5 million and
net  profit  after  tax  of  A$8.0  million;  in  the  following
financial year, those figures increased to A$977.9 million and
A$222.4  million,  respectively.  Its  FY2026  average  realized
selling price reached A$80.7 per kilogram across its rare earth
oxide products, supported by stronger prices, an increased heavy
rare earth sales mix, and sales not linked to market indices.
That average is a blended product realization, not a quotation



for  an  individual  oxide,  a  distinction  that  matters  when
evaluating the business.

The lesson I draw is not that Lynas requires rescuing, but that
technical competence and strategic importance do not insulate a
producer from its revenue structure. Higher selling prices, a
more  valuable  product  mix,  and  greater  sales  volumes  can
materially improve earnings, while adverse movements can reverse
those  gains.  Even  positive  accounting  earnings  do  not,  by
themselves, establish that a business can finance maintenance,
working capital, and expansion while earning an adequate return
on prospective investment. Operating a plant successfully and
sustaining the enterprise that owns it are related but different
achievements.

Lynas’s March 2026 agreement with Japan Australia Rare Earths
B.V. illustrates a more deliberate allocation of those risks.
The arrangement extends to 2038 and includes a firm commitment
for 5,000 tonnes of neodymium-praseodymium oxide annually, a
US$110-per-kilogram  NdPr  floor  price,  and  an  upside-sharing
mechanism above US$150 per kilogram. The combination of volume
and  price  protection  is  analytically  important  because  each
addresses a different source of uncertainty. A minimum price
offers  little  protection  without  sufficient  sales,  while  a
purchase  commitment  may  provide  inadequate  security  if  its
pricing  formula  cannot  support  the  supplier’s  continuing
operations.

Neo  Performance  Materials  Inc.  (TSX:  NEO  |  OTCQX:  NOPMF)
demonstrates why this analysis must extend beyond mines and
oxides. On September 14, 2026, Neo announced that its European
permanent magnet facility had progressed through full automotive
qualification  for  its  initial  programs  and  was  shipping
commercial volumes of sintered magnets to a Tier 1 electric
vehicle traction motor customer. That is a materially different



achievement from opening a building or producing qualification
samples, although it does not mean the facility has reached full
utilization. On October 13, Neo also announced the European
Commission’s  designation  of  its  Silmet  2.0  separation
modernization  program  in  Estonia  as  a  Strategic  Project.  I
regard the combination of established separation expertise and
qualified downstream manufacturing as more consequential than
either operation viewed in isolation.

Energy Fuels Inc. (NYSE American: UUUU | TSX: EFR | ASX: EF2)
deserves attention for a similarly specific reason. Its White
Mesa Mill in Utah provides existing processing infrastructure
around which the company is developing additional rare earth
capabilities,  including  a  commercial-scale  heavy  rare  earth
expansion whose construction began in July 2026. In August,
Energy Fuels reported that terbium oxide produced at White Mesa
had  completed  qualification  for  use  by  a  major  Japanese
permanent magnet manufacturer. These are distinct milestones:
customer  acceptance  establishes  that  a  product  meets  a
particular  industrial  requirement,  while  the  expansion  must
establish the capacity to deliver it repeatedly at commercial
scale.  Neither  milestone  should  be  understated,  but  neither
should be substituted for the other.

These examples are not a declaration that every operation within
each company is indispensable or that each company deserves
identical financial treatment. A mature production line, a newly
qualified product, and a proposed expansion present different
technical and financial risks. The appropriate unit of analysis
is the capability, its location, its inputs, and its qualified
customers,  rather  than  the  corporate  name  alone.  Otherwise,
public policy can end up supporting an entire balance sheet
without establishing which industrial function it is actually
trying to preserve.



Syrah Resources Limited (ASX: SYR) brings the financing problem
into sharper focus through its Balama graphite operation in
Mozambique and its Vidalia active anode material facility in
Louisiana.  In  June  2026,  Syrah  reported  that  Tesla,  Inc.
(NASDAQ:  TSLA)  had  accepted  that  the  company  was  producing
conforming  samples  and  withdrawn  its  intention  to  terminate
their  offtake  agreement  over  an  alleged  default.  Tesla
nevertheless retained its existing termination right associated
with  final  qualification  not  having  been  achieved.  That
distinction  demonstrates  why  an  offtake  announcement,  a
conforming sample, and an unconditional stream of commercial
purchases cannot be treated as equivalent evidence of revenue
security.

Syrah’s interim financial report, released in September, shows
the financial consequences of this interval. For the six months
ended June 30, 2026, the company reported approximately US$46.0
million of net operating cash outflows. Its US$98.3 million cash
balance included US$67.3 million of restricted cash, leaving
approximately US$31.0 million unrestricted. Restricted cash is
not necessarily unusable, but its deployment is constrained,
making the headline balance an insufficient measure of liquidity
available across the enterprise.

The same report disclosed material uncertainty concerning the
company’s  ability  to  continue  as  a  going  concern,  while
explaining that directors remained confident in the funding and
operational initiatives supporting their accounting assessment.
That disclosure should neither be ignored nor misrepresented as
a prediction of failure. It identifies a business dependent on
the successful coordination of financing, operating performance,
and customer purchases. Strategic importance does not settle the
timing or outcome of those requirements.

For  such  a  business,  the  essential  financial  comparison  is



between usable liquidity and the time required to establish
sustained, qualified sales. A credible assessment must allow for
commissioning  expenditure,  working  capital,  customer  testing,
and delays beyond management’s preferred schedule. It should
distinguish money already available from financing dependent on
documentation, approvals, or future milestones. The question is
not simply whether the facility can produce acceptable material,
but  whether  sufficient  customers  will  purchase  sufficient
volumes at sustainable prices before the financing available to
bridge that interval is exhausted.

I would add Nouveau Monde Graphite Inc. (NYSE: NMG | TSX: NOU)
to this discussion, while distinguishing its development-stage
importance from the preservation of an established production
stream. In May 2026, the company completed an approximately
US$309.5  million  equity  financing  package  and  confirmed  the
final investment decision for its Phase-2 Matawinie Mine in
Québec, alongside a previously announced US$335 million project
debt commitment. This represents a substantial advancement from
a  proposed  resource  development  to  a  financed  construction
decision. It does not, however, establish that every downstream
operation required for a complete graphite-to-anode supply chain
has been financed, commissioned, and qualified.

Nouveau Monde is particularly relevant because its arrangements
with  the  Government  of  Canada  address  demand  as  well  as
construction funding. The framework announced in March specified
purchases of 30,000 tonnes of graphite concentrate annually for
seven years on a take-or-pay basis, using a fixed price with an
annual inflation adjustment and provisions for storage, resale,
and sharing resale upside. By its August update, the company
reported finalization of the agreements and establishment of the
associated  supply  and  marketing  framework.  This  provides  a
concrete example of government accepting a defined portion of
price and volume risk rather than merely expressing confidence



that private customers will eventually purchase the output.

The  downstream  distinction  remains  essential.  As  of  its
September 14 update, Nouveau Monde was still advancing toward a
separate final investment decision for its planned 13,000-tonne-
per-year Bécancour Battery Material Plant, designed to supply
active anode material meeting Panasonic Energy’s requirements.
Panasonic  had  signed  a  binding  offtake  agreement,  but  the
company  was  continuing  engineering,  capital-structure
optimization, and financing due diligence. A financed mine and a
government-backed concentrate purchase agreement are therefore
important  building  blocks,  not  evidence  that  finished  anode
supply is already secured. The strategic value of the combined
system  ultimately  depends  on  the  successful  completion  and
commercial connection of both stages.

This is why Nouveau Monde belongs in the analysis without being
presented as another version of Lynas or Syrah. Its arrangements
illustrate an attempt to allocate development, financing, and
purchasing risks before full commercial operation, rather than
resolve  all  of  them  after  construction.  The  appropriate
assessment  is  whether  those  arrangements  provide  a  credible
route through the remaining technical and commercial milestones.
Recognizing the project’s potential strategic importance should
increase the precision of that assessment, not excuse us from
making it.

Across  these  cases,  the  most  difficult  period  is  often  the
interval between demonstrating a useful industrial capability
and establishing enough recurring demand to sustain it. Consider
a metal producer waiting for a magnet manufacturer to enter
commercial production, while the magnet manufacturer waits for
motor customers to complete qualification. Each company may make
a rational decision to postpone additional commitments until the
next  participant  is  ready.  Collectively,  however,  those



decisions can leave the entire chain underutilized while every
participant continues to consume capital.

This is a coordination problem as much as a financing problem,
and  increasing  the  amount  of  capital  available  does  not
necessarily solve it. A larger loan may extend the period of
survival without improving the underlying relationship between
costs and realizable revenue. An equity investment may absorb
early losses while leaving the commercial risks unchanged. The
financing plan therefore needs to explain what operational or
contractual event will end the dependence on repeated capital
injections, rather than simply identify who will fund the next
one.

The distinction between forecast demand and financeable demand
is fundamental. A projected increase in battery production or
magnet  consumption  is  not  equivalent  to  an  order  for  a
particular  supplier’s  qualified  product  at  an  economically
adequate  price.  Nor  should  announced  downstream  capacity  be
counted  as  committed  demand  before  considering  its  own
financing,  construction  schedule,  utilization,  and  purchasing
decisions. The supplier needs a market for what it can actually
deliver, not merely a favorable outlook for the broad category
into which its product falls.

The economic test must also extend beyond a quoted production
cost.  The  contribution  from  saleable  output  must  cover
continuing  fixed  costs,  while  the  business  must  separately
finance sustaining capital, working capital, and its financial
obligations. Increasing throughput helps only when additional
production can be sold on terms that improve that position;
producing unwanted inventory can consume liquidity rather than
create  it.  For  this  reason,  I  would  place  more  weight  on
qualified deliveries, realized margins, and cash conversion than
on  nameplate  capacity  or  the  amount  originally  spent



constructing  the  plant.

Industrial customers should bear the portion of supply-security
costs that protects their own manufacturing operations. Long-
term  agreements,  minimum  purchases,  advance  payments,  and
appropriately structured pricing can translate that benefit into
revenue that supports an alternative supplier. A manufacturer
cannot reasonably demand a permanently available second source
while reserving the unrestricted right to purchase everything
from the cheapest incumbent whenever conditions normalize. The
commercial value of an alternative must be recognized before its
disappearance makes that value painfully obvious.

Governments should bear the portion whose benefit is principally
collective, including defense readiness and protection against
disruptions that individual purchasers have little incentive to
finance  fully.  That  does  not  require  disguising  a  national
security expense as an investment expected to produce ordinary
commercial  returns.  Where  a  specialized  capability  exists
primarily to meet a continuing defense requirement, government
procurement may legitimately provide its enduring customer base.
The relevant distinction is between payment for a demonstrable
industrial service and support that continues without a defined
deliverable or performance standard.

One  approach  I  would  consider  is  separating  the  price  of
availability from the price of delivered material. A contract
could  pay  an  independently  assessed  amount  for  maintaining
specified, demonstrable production readiness, while purchases of
actual output would be priced separately. Such an arrangement
should  prevent  double  recovery  of  costs,  require  periodic
performance  testing,  and  specify  the  feedstock,  staffing,
maintenance, and qualification conditions necessary to make the
promised  capacity  usable.  It  should  also  contain  review
provisions that permit support to decline or end when commercial



demand  or  alternative  supply  makes  the  original  arrangement
unnecessary.

Strategic inventory can complement that approach, but it cannot
substitute  indiscriminately  for  missing  industrial  stages.  A
reserve of concentrate may protect a processor from a mining
interruption, while a reserve of qualified metal, alloy, or
component  may  address  a  different  downstream  vulnerability.
Nouveau  Monde’s  concentrate  arrangements  should  therefore  be
evaluated for the upstream assurance they can provide, rather
than credited automatically with the security of finished anode
material. The inventory policy must identify who can use the
stored product, what further processing is required, and whether
those conversion capabilities would remain available during the
disruption being insured against.

Inventory purchases also need an answer to what happens after
the reserve reaches its intended size. A temporary purchasing
program  can  improve  a  producer’s  cash  flow  while  building
stocks,  but  it  does  not  establish  indefinite  demand  for
continuing  output.  Procurement  must  therefore  be  coordinated
with commercial offtake, reserve rotation, and any separately
justified  requirement  to  maintain  production  readiness.
Otherwise, the government merely postpones the financing problem
until its warehouses are full.

The greater willingness to support strategic capabilities must
be accompanied by more demanding technical due diligence. A
laboratory separation result, a successful pilot campaign, a
commissioning run, and sustained commercial production answer
different questions. Customer qualification adds another test,
because  a  technically  successful  process  may  still  fail  to
deliver the consistency or performance required in a particular
application.  I  would  require  public  investment  decisions  to
state explicitly which stage has been demonstrated, what remains



uncertain, and what evidence must be produced before the next
tranche of support becomes available.

That  discipline  should  include  a  rejection  of  sunk-cost
reasoning.  Money  already  spent  cannot,  by  itself,  justify
spending more, and excessive historical expenditure should not
become the automatic basis for a guaranteed future price. The
proper question is whether the additional expenditure required
now will preserve or create a capability whose future value
exceeds  its  future  cost.  This  is  entirely  consistent  with
supporting proven operations, but it is not consistent with
protecting every past investment decision from its consequences.

It also requires distinguishing the survival of an industrial
capability  from  the  survival  of  its  existing  corporate  and
financial structure. The public interest may lie in retaining
the plant, skilled workforce, process knowledge, and customer
relationships,  not  necessarily  in  preserving  the  current
ownership  or  management.  A  restructuring  or  transfer  to  a
stronger operator may sometimes serve that interest better than
repeated support for the existing enterprise. The qualification
and continuity consequences would still need examination, but
corporate criticality must not become a doctrine under which
shareholders are entitled to protection because their company
owns something strategically useful.

The case for intervention should ultimately be comparative. I
would assess the incremental cost of preserving a capability
against the consequences of losing it and against alternatives
such  as  additional  qualified  suppliers,  usable  inventories,
substitution,  or  recycling.  That  analysis  should  not  simply
assign the entire revenue of a downstream industry to the value
of  one  upstream  plant;  it  should  consider  the  probability,
duration, and actual production consequences of interruption.
Nor should it credit two suppliers with full independence when



both depend on the same vulnerable feedstock source, processing
technology, or transport route.

Governments should therefore supplement their lists of critical
minerals  with  assessments  of  the  critical  industrial
capabilities and companies that provide them. Those assessments
should  identify  qualified  products,  committed  customers,
replacement  times,  financial  condition,  and  the  specific
dependencies that could interrupt delivery. They should also
distinguish  capabilities  already  operating  from  those  under
construction  and  those  still  dependent  on  technical  or
commercial  demonstration.  A  proposed  project  may  be
strategically valuable, but it cannot provide the same immediate
protection as a supplier already delivering acceptable material.

For  each  indispensable  operation,  I  would  want  a  downside
liquidity assessment alongside the usual production forecast.
What happens if qualification takes longer, customers purchase
less, realized margins narrow, or committed financing arrives
late? Which costs can actually be reduced without destroying the
capability  being  preserved,  and  which  obligations  remain
unavoidable? These questions reveal whether a financing package
buys a credible transition to sustainable operations or merely a
further  period  in  which  the  same  unresolved  risks  will
accumulate.

The  implications  for  investors  are  equally  important.  A
company’s value to national security does not automatically make
its  shares  attractive,  because  public  support  may  preserve
production  while  diluting  equity  holders  or  changing  the
distribution of returns. Conversely, modest current earnings do
not necessarily capture the replacement difficulty or strategic
significance  of  an  established  capability.  The  value  of  an
industrial function to society and the value of the enterprise
to its shareholders must be assessed separately, even when both



are expressed through the same company.

The  critical  mineral  problem  is  ultimately  an  industrial
problem, not simply a geological one. Lynas illustrates the
importance of sustainable commercial terms for an established
supplier; Neo and Energy Fuels demonstrate the significance of
processing  expertise,  product  qualification,  and  downstream
connection. Syrah exposes the financial demands of the interval
between industrial capability and sustained customer purchasing,
while Nouveau Monde illustrates an effort to allocate financing
and demand risks as a new integrated system is developed. These
are  different  stages  of  industrial  development,  and  their
differences should guide the instruments used to support them.

If shareholders bear the cost of developing these capabilities,
they need a credible prospect of earning a return. If industrial
customers bear it, they must acknowledge that secure supply has
a price; if taxpayers bear it, governments must demonstrate that
they  are  purchasing  useful,  verifiable  industrial  capability
rather than subsidizing promises. The greatest danger to the
Western critical mineral supply chain may not be that China
refuses to sell us the materials we need, but that we refuse to
pay to produce them ourselves. Critical companies cannot survive
on strategic importance alone, and following where value is
added must also mean identifying who will pay to keep that
value-adding capability in operation.


