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1. Introduction

According to the Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), China 
imported US $695 billion in mineral products in 2024—almost three 
times the total imported by the United States—making it by far the 
world's most important minerals importer (Simoes and Hidalgo, 2011). 
Thanks to a vast investing spree around the world that has taken place in 
recent decades (see Landry, 2025), an increasing share of China's min-
eral imports is secured through foreign investment. These minerals are 
then processed in Chinese firms' vast network of processing facilities, 
making China by far the world's most important producer of the majority 
of critical metals, including rare earth elements, cobalt, copper, nickel, 
and lithium, among others (Castillo and Purdy, 2022).

Starting with trade war launched by the first Trump administration 
in 2018, Beijing increasingly signalled its willingness to use its domi-
nance over critical minerals as a bargaining chip. As early as 2019, 
commentary pieces in Chinese state media suggested that the US could 
lose access to Chinese rare earths (Johnson and Groll, 2019). In 2023, 
largely in response to the Biden administration's efforts to limit Chinese 
access to semiconductors, the Chinese Ministry of Commerce announced 
that it would curb exports of germanium and gallium—critical minerals 
used extensively in solar panel and computer chip manufacturing—to 
the West (Baskaran and Schwartz, 2024). The following year, after the 
flow of the two elements to the US had already stalled, Beijing 
announced an outright ban on their export to America, along with 
antimony (Ibid.). Then, in early-2025, in the midst of the global trade 
war unleashed by the second Trump administration, China announced a 
complete halt to the export of certain rare earth minerals (Bradsher, 
2025). While this policy was later relaxed, exports have continued to lag 
(Arcesati and Junusova, 2025). Meanwhile, a new policy requiring 
Chinese miners to report more of their overseas reserves of strategic 
minerals to Beijing was rolled out, expanding the scope of Beijing's 
control over mineral resources (Nurmamat, 2025).

In light of these developments, analysts have raised the alarm about

the security implications of China's grip on mineral supply chains (see 
Baskaran and Schwartz, 2025). But, as this topic receives growing 
attention, many foundational questions remain unanswered. How much 
control does Beijing have over China's mining sector? And through 
which channels is it exercised? These questions are more salient than 
ever. Leveraging original datasets comprising information on more than 
5000 Chinese mining firms, this paper sheds light on the levers of Chi-
nese government control over the country's mining sector, focusing on 
government ownership stakes, subsidized credit, and corporate gover-
nance controls. It demonstrates that Chinese government entities own 
stakes in 94 of China's 100 largest mining companies (with average 
holdings of 78%) and 135 of the country's 162 largest miners (with 
average holdings of 70%). It also evinces the extent to which China's 
mining firms are reliant on advantageous credit—which is often 
controlled by the government—for their financing. In 2024, they paid 
roughly 55% of what their global competitors paid in interest. Finally, 
this paper shows that, at least since 2000, Chinese mining companies 
have been significantly more likely than firms from other sectors to 
feature Chinese Communist Party (CCP) organizations—bodies 
accountable to the party that can guide some of their important 
decisions.

This paper's findings support the view that, from the point of view of 
the Chinese government, the mining sector is too critical to be guided by 
market forces. Given the central role of minerals in the relationship 
between Beijing and Washington, this paper—among the first to 
explicitly explore the channels of government control over the Chinese 
mining sector—has critical policy implications. Chinese firms occupy a 
central role in the mining and refining of most of the world's critical 
minerals and, through its control over these firms, the Chinese govern-
ment wields enormous power on global supply chains—especially those 
for consumer electronics, green technologies, and national defense. 
Understanding the channels of Beijing's influence over the Chinese 
mining sector is therefore key to understanding central aspects of its 
place in the global economy and in broader international relations.

* Duke Kunshan University, China. 
E-mail address: davidglandry@jhu.edu.

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Resources Policy

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/resourpol

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2026.105939
Received 20 January 2026; Received in revised form 15 April 2026; Accepted 26 April 2026

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0451-2866
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0451-2866
mailto:davidglandry@jhu.edu
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03014207
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/resourpol
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2026.105939
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2026.105939


2. Literature review

The Chinese mining sector has undergone a vast transformation in 
recent decades. For much of the reform and opening-up era that started 
in 1978 under Deng Xiaoping, Chinese firms almost exclusively mined 
domestic deposits. More specifically, they often overmined these de-
posits using rudimentary technologies and inefficient methods. In the 
words of Humphreys (2015, p. 75), the mining taking place in China was 
“suboptimal from a technical point of view, with low-tech operators 
‘picking the eyes out’ of deposits and rendering them uneconomic for 
large-scale mechanised mining”. Starting around 1987, when the first 
Chinese investment in a foreign mine—Australia's Channar iron ore 
project—took place, the situation has changed dramatically (Ibid.). As a 
result of the flurry of investments they have undertaken since, paired 
with the institutionalized learning that has taken place in acquired 
mines and new innovations of their own, 1 Chinese miners now not only 
control mines around the world but have also become industry leaders in 
their own right.

The primary drivers of China's mining sector growth are economic. In 
addition to supporting the bottom line of individual enterprises, min-
erals are integral to China's development ambitions (Humphreys, 2015). 
Simply put, China's economy is hugely dependent on minerals, both for 
domestic growth and foreign exports. And Beijing expects that this 
reliance on critical minerals will continue to grow as China pursues a 
leadership position in the green energy and electric vehicle sectors. 
Made in China 2025), an ambitious industrial policy initiative aimed at 
rapidly growing China's advanced manufacturing base in high-tech 
sectors and its firms' innovation capacity (McBride and Chatzky, 2019; 
Li and Branstetter, 2024), is the most visible example of the govern-
ment's expansive vision. Simply put, becoming a high-tech 
manufacturing superpower necessitates vast quantities of mineral 
resources.

Beyond its role in securing minerals to power China's broader eco-
nomic ambitions, Beijing intends to build up China's mining sector into a 
globally-competitive powerhouse in its own right. As Humphreys (2015, 
p. 145) puts it: “The Chinese authorities may have believed that, by 
adding to the flow of capital to the sector, its companies would boost 
mineral supplies generally to the benefit of all consumers (of which, of 
course, China was much the largest). But there was evidently also a 
desire to have companies which could operate profitably as miners in 
their own right.” One series of policies pursued by Beijing to achieve this 
objective was the consolidation and rationalization of the sector. For 
instance, it merged some of the country's large mining SOEs, including in 
the coal and rare earths sectors (Shi, 2013; Global Times, 2021). It also 
closed or more tightly regulated hundreds of small mines whose ineffi-
cient production could not justify their environmental footprint, 
including in the provinces of Inner Mongolia (Wang and Lo, 2022; 
Humphreys, 2015) and Jiangxi (Global Witness, 2022; Li et al., 2023). 

Though economic considerations have been the primary drivers of 
China's minerals drive, politics have also loomed large. Mining is viewed 
as particularly critical by Beijing because it simultaneously represents a 
sector where vast amounts of political and financial capital are exerted 
worldwide and one that, as the China-US trade war makes clear, pro-
vides it with important economic statecraft firepower. An early example

of how politics became inexorably linked to China's metals sector took 
place in late 2010. On the morning of September 7th, 2010, Japanese 
coastguard patrol boats sailing just off the coast of the disputed Senkaku 
Islands (China calls them the Diaoyu Islands) encountered a Chinese-
owned trawler (Fravel, 2016). The coast guards ordered the fishermen 
to stop for an inspection. The trawler's captain refused and fled, with 
several Japanese coastguard ships taking chase. The next day, after the 
trawler had collided with two of the coastguard vessels, the Japanese 
coastguard apprehended the ship and arrested its captain. Unsurpris-
ingly, given the islands' disputed status, a diplomatic incident ensued. 
The most unexpected part of the episode came following the arrest, 
when the flow of rare earths from China to Japan—which had already 
been impacted by a tightening of export quotas (Wübbeke, 2013)— 

ground to a halt. The export crunch, which lasted for 59 days, led to 
eightfold spikes in the prices of certain rare earths (Bradsher, 2011). 
Japan had been the largest buyer of these minerals for multiple years 
(Simoes and Hidalgo, 2011), so any trade shock between China and 
Japan was bound to have a global ripple effect.

More recently, as discussed in the introduction, China's rare earths 
dominance has been central to its response to Washington's semi-
conductors posture and broader trade war. And a central aspect of the 
episode differs markedly from that of 2010: the Chinese government 
denies having imposed an export ban on Japan after the trawler inci-
dent; for more than 15 years, both Beijing and some of China's most 
important industry groups have denied that the episode constituted a 
government-imposed embargo and maintained that the episode was due 
to zealously patriotic Chinese suppliers (Klinger, 2018; Pitron, 2018). 2 

In 2025, however, there was little room for ambiguity. As the Trump 
administration escalated its trade war vis-` a-vis China, along with 
virtually every other country on Earth, Beijing responded with ever 
more forceful rare earths exports controls of its own—measures that 
were only relaxed after both sides negotiated a de-escalation (Swanson, 
2025).

Politics play a central role in China's mining sector, but whether 
Beijing exercises significant control over the country's firms—and 
extractive firms in particular—remains the subject of academic debate. 
According to Jones and Zou, fragmentation, decentralisation and 
internationalisation since reform and opening-up has increased SOE 
autonomy and weakened the executive's control, steering it towards a 
“regulatory mode of governance” (2017, p. 743). As they add, relations 
between the party-state and SOEs are characterized “not by direct 
command and control but weak oversight and ongoing struggles within 
the party-state”. (Ibid.). Ye, exploring approved outbound investment 
data, reaches the conclusion that state regulators “have little control 
over centrally-affiliated SOEs in their overseas investment” (2014, p. 
191). Similarly, Economy and Levi, 2014 present the case the Zhonghui 
Mining Group—the largest privately-owned Chinese company operating 
in sub-Saharan Africa at the time—to underpin the challenges faced by 
Beijing in its attempts to control the actions of Chinese firms abroad. 

Other analyses reach the opposite conclusion. For instance, Cheung 
and Qian (2009) discuss China's investment approval system and its 
currency control mechanisms as a mechanism used by Beijing to exercise 
control over overseas direct investment. With regards to state-owned 
firms specifically, Wang (2014, p. 661) points out that “In addition to 
generating revenue, tight and direct political control enables the 
party-state to use the SOEs to fulfill tasks that an independent company 
under market pressure would not be willing to undertake.” Similarly, Jin 
et al. posit that though political and corporate governance coexist 
among Chinese SOEs, “political governance has the dominant role.” 
(2022, p. 3). Many have documented how the level of control exercised

1 As Chinese firms' investments multiplied and their need for mining engi-
neers grew, higher education programs seeking to supply the industry multi-
plied, which also led to a rapid increase in the quantity and quality of mining 
research originating in China. Meanwhile, mining engineering programs in the 
West have been shuttered for lack of demand. In 2019, the China University of 
Mining and Technology, which offers China's top mining engineering program, 
had an enrollment of roughly 35,000 students (Study In China Admission 
System, 2020). That same year, a reported 851 students were enrolled in mining 
engineering programs in the US as a whole (Society for Mining, Metallurgy, and 
Exploration, 2021).

2 This position, some have argued, may have been taken to stave off a po-
tential dispute at the World Trade Organization (Pitron, 2018). That said, it 
should also be noted that eminent China scholars have also cast doubt on the 
embargo narrative (see Johnston, 2013; King and Armstrong, 2013).
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by Beijing has increased in recent years. As Becker (2024) argues: “Since 
Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
has methodically pursued a policy of expanded control and oversight of 
the private sector.” Similar arguments have been made with regard to 
the mining sector specifically. For instance, in a testimony to the US 
Senate, Allison Carlson, the Executive Vice President of Foreign Policy 
Analytics, argued that China had “locked up supplies” of strategic 
minerals around the world via “a combination of state-directed invest-
ment and state-backed capital” (2019).

Buckley (2008) argues that a special theory of investment is needed 
to understand the extractive sector, in part due to the rise of China as a 
new and enormous source of both capital and demand for resources. As 
he notes, “emerging country multinational enterprises are prominent in 
the extractive industries” and “a number of prominently foreign in-
vestors in the extractive industries are state owned firms” (Ibid., p. 102). 
By shedding light on the levers employed by the Chinese government in 
controlling the country's mining sector, this paper makes an empirical 
contribution towards filling this gap.

3. Methodology

To answer the questions posed above, this paper draws on six data 
sources—including two original datasets—in addition to 37 interviews 
conducted in the Democratic Republic of Congo and China.

The first dataset featured in the paper involved the collection of 
detailed information about the largest 162 operating Chinese-owned 
miners. It was compiled in 2024. The data comprises detailed informa-
tion about the companies themselves, including their headquarters' 
location, their size in terms of registered capital, whether they own 
subsidiaries and/or are themselves subsidiaries, the total share of their 
stock that is ultimately owned by any Chinese government entity, 
including indirectly, and the identity of the branch of government that 
owns the largest share of their stock. It also contains information about 
the location, type, and number of mines in which they have stakes. The 
information included in that dataset was collected from the Capital IQ 

database produced by S&P Global (SPG) and Qichacha (QCC), which is 
the most comprehensive source of information available on Chinese 
companies. In a first step, thousands of Chinese companies reported by 
SPG to have stakes of 10% or more in at least one mining project were 
catalogued. In a second step, companies from the list with a market 
capitalization (according to SPG) of less than US $2.5 billion or with 
registered capital (according to QCC) of less than CN ¥5 billion were 
manually removed from the sample. Third, duplicate entries—for 
example, where the same company appears twice in the data but under 
slightly different names, including due to typos—were also eliminated 
from the sample. Finally, government entities that own mines, such as 
the People's Liberation Army (China's Shaoyang Gold Mine), the China-
Africa Development Fund (Liberia's Bong Iron Mine), and the Govern-
ment of Gansu Province (more than a dozen mines around the world that 
produce different minerals) were also removed from the sample. In cases 
where both parent companies and their subsidiaries fit the mine 
ownership and capitalization criteria, both were included in the data-
base. Examples of this phenomenon include China Nonferrous Metal 
Mining Group/China Nonferrous Mining Corporation, China Minme-
tals/MMG, and Yunnan Tin Group/Yunnan Tin. Given that both the SPG 
and QCC databases contain some level of outdated or erroneous data, all 
the information obtained from the two sources was verified using 
internet searches (on both the Chinese- and English-language internets) 
and all the work was cross-verified by multiple researchers.

The second dataset featured in the paper was compiled between 
2022 and 2024 and contains information about 5044 Chinese mining 
companies. More specifically, it contains information about their 
headquarters' location, contact information, registered capital, and total 
share of their stock ultimately owned by any Chinese government entity. 
All the information contained in that dataset was drawn directly from 

QCC, using the website's own filters—resulting in some errors of

inclusion not found in the first dataset. As QCC contains more than 
100,000 companies that are listed as belonging to the mining industry, 
to make the compilation of this data more manageable, only companies 
listed as engaged in the “Ferrous metal mining industry”, the “Non-
ferrous metal mining industry”, the “Non-metallic mining industry” 
(with the exception of “Salt mining”), and in “Other mining” were 
selected from QCC's menu of subcategories. In other words, companies 
categorized as “Coal mining industry and coal dressing”, “Oil and gas 
exploitation industry”, and “Mining professional and ancillary activ-
ities” were excluded. Furthermore, given that QCC contains tens of 
thousands of entries that fit these subcategories, companies with less 
than CN¥50 million in registered capital were also excluded from the 
sample, resulting in a sample of 6177 companies. Finally, dissolved or 
otherwise “inactive” companies were manually removed from the 
sample, as were companies for which registered capital figures (in CN¥) 
were not reported. This reduced the sample to 5044 companies. QCC's 
database contains comprehensive information about the ownership 
stakes of different government entities in the individual companies 
included in the sample, including via subsidiaries. It also contains 
aggregate figures on the cumulative ownership stakes of all government 
entities. These were manually cross verified by multiple researchers 
using internet searches (in both Chinese and English). In some cases (for 
65 out of the 5044 firms contained in the data) total government 
ownership stakes were unclear—usually because of unnamed govern-
ment shareholders or due to frequent changes in ownership levels by 
minority government shareholders. To ensure accuracy, in such cases, 
aggregate government ownership levels are either reported as “unclear” 
(44 firms) or as minimums (for 21 firms). In the paper's analysis, and in 
line with QCC, all firms that feature any level of government ownership 
are labelled as state-owned.

The third dataset employed in this paper was compiled in 2025 and 
draws from Chinese mining loans data produced by AidData, a research 
laboratory based at the College of William and Mary. More specifically, 
the data was extracted from Version 3.0 of AidData's Global Chinese 
Development Finance (GCDF) Dataset, which captures 20,985 projects 
financed between 2000 and 2021 to the tune of US $1.34 trillion. The 
GCDF dataset contains information about thousands of projects cate-
gorized as “Industry, Mining, Construction”, of which hundreds were 
manually identified as part of this work as specifically relating to the 
mining sector. Of these projects, more than one hundred were identified 
as having been financed by China's policy banks or “Big-4” state-owned 
commercial banks and extended directly or indirectly to Chinese com-
panies. Finally, 40 of them constitute projects for which both loan sizes 
and interest rates are available. The resulting data provides information 
about how Chinese miners benefit from finance extended by state-
controlled and/or state-owned banks, and the mines they were able to 
secure or develop using the proceeds of these loans.

The fourth dataset featured captures the effective annual interest 
rates paid over the past decade by the ten largest listed Chinese and ten 
largest listed non-Chinese mining companies, measured by market 
capitalization. The information, both in terms of categorization and 
market capitalization, was obtained from SPG. Hong Kong-based com-
panies were considered Chinese for the purpose of this exercise, but the 
only firm headquartered in Hong Kong that would have been large 
enough to be included in the sample—Zijin Gold International—was 
only listed in 2025 and is therefore excluded from it. Only listed com-
panies were included in this exercise because, in most jurisdictions, non-
listed firms do not publish comprehensive information about their debt 
and debt-servicing costs. The resulting data, collected from SPG, in-
cludes the 20 companies’ aggregate debt and total debt payments for 
each year between 2015 and 2024. From these figures, the average 
effective interest paid by companies on their outstanding debt was 
calculated.

The fifth dataset employed was compiled by Lin and Milhaupt (2021) 
and contains information about 3446 listed Chinese firms' compliance, 
between 2015 and 2018, with the guiding opinion issued by the Chinese
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State Council and the Chinese Communist Party's Central Committee 
“requiring SOEs to amend their corporate charters to formalize and 
elevate the leadership role of the party in their corporate governance”, 
which is widely known as the dangjian (党建, party building) policy. 
Though complying with the Guiding Opinion was mandatory for SOEs, 
private enterprises were not subject to it. However, in Lin and Milhaupt's 
words, “a significant number of POEs [privately-owned enterprises], 
particularly politically connected ones, also amended their charters to 
add party-building provisions”. Their data captures compliance with the 
guiding opinion across different industries, including mining.

Finally, this paper employs survey data from the Chinese Private 
Enterprise Survey (CPES). CPES represents the most comprehensive 
longitudinal firm-level survey covering China and, since 1993, has been 
administered every two years by the China Federation of Industry and 
Commerce, the State Administration for Industry and Commerce, and 
the China National (Private) Economic Research Association. For this 
paper, information was compiled from the surveys administered be-
tween 2000 and 2016—the only ones for which the data can be freely 
acquired from Chinese sources. From these surveys, information about 
the prevalence of party committees across different industries, including 
the mining sector, was compiled.

This paper also leverages 37 interviews with Chinese mining exec-
utives and government representatives conducted in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo in 2016 and in China between 2022 and 2024. More 
specifically, meetings at the field offices of two Chinese miners in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo were arranged, in addition to tours to five 
of China's largest mining companies—three of which state-owned—at 
their Chinese headquarters, mines, and/or processing plants. Further-
more, informal interviews were held with mining executives at a mining 
conference held in Chengdu in the Fall of 2022, which, in some cases, 
were then followed up with follow up conversations. Finally, Chinese 
government officials involved in the mining sector—on the commercial 
and diplomatic sides—were interviewed both in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo and in China. To protect the identity of these in-
dividuals, any information that could reveal their identity is hidden.

4. Results and discussion

4.1. State ownership

State-owned enterprises (SOEs) constitute the most important pillar 
of the Chinese economy (Wang, 2014). They represent China's largest 
companies; raise tens of trillions of yuan for the government; and, 
though they do not account for the majority of Chinese jobs (Kennedy 
and Mazzocco, 2023), they provide stable employment for tens of mil-
lions of workers. As the key channel through which the Party exercises 
control over economic resources, they are also integral to its exercise of 
power. In the words of Wang (2014, p. 660), they “constitute the 
financial basis of the CCP regime”. In 2009, three years before his as-
cension to the zenith of Chinese power, President Xi recognized SOEs as 
“an important part of the foundation for our Party to rule the country”. 
(Ibid.). Employing more grandiose rhetoric, the first governor of the 
State-Owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission 
(SASAC) conferred the title of China's “eldest son” to its SOEs (Ibid.). 

The total number of “central SOEs”—those controlled directly by the 
central government—tends to fluctuate but, as of January 2025, they 
numbered 94 (China Daily, 2025). These are administered through the 
Central SASAC, which is responsible for appointing top executives and 
ensuring that major investments fall within the remit of the companies 
proposing them (Humphreys, 2015). Individual Chinese provinces also 
have SOEs, which can be local arms of central SOEs or standalone pro-
vincial entities administered by provincial governments through their 
own SASACs (for instance, according to my own research, Shandong 
SASAC alone has stakes in 11 of China's largest 162 largest miners). 
Chinese SASACs are not the only government bodies with ownership 
stakes in SOEs. For instance, the Chinese Ministry of Finance, along with

various provincial finance ministries, have stakes in various mining 
SOEs.

Chinese SOEs are often poorly understood. This is in part because the 
boundary between “state-owned” and “private” firms can be blurry. 
Beijing only formally acknowledged the existence of private companies 
and approved limited private ownership structures—sole proprietor-
ships—in 1988; Lardy (2016). The setting up of limited liability corpo-
rations (LLCs), which allowed private companies to grow, only became 
legal five years later, in 1993 (Ibid.). In the decades that followed, many 
SOEs were restructured as LLCs, though different levels of government 
often maintained ownership stakes in the companies (Ibid.). This prac-
tice is common in the mining sector. In fact, as the data collected for this 
section makes clear, the party-state often indirectly owns stakes in 
seemingly private mining companies, including through multiple layers 
of SOEs. Similarly, SOEs routinely establish publicly traded subsidiaries, 
which are often perceived as private, to raise capital. One such company 
is MMG (formerly the Minerals and Metals Group), which is described as 
follows in shareholder communications: “With headquarters in Mel-
bourne, Australia and Beijing, China, MMG is a mid-tier, global producer 
of base metals, including copper and zinc and is listed on the Hong Kong 
Stock Exchange” (MMG Limited, 2022). This somewhat obscures the fact 
that MMG is 68% owned by China Minmetals, which is itself 100% 

owned by central SASAC (SPG, 2025). Finally, beyond traditional 
ownership, the central or local governments may control ostensibly 
private companies through “special management shares” or “golden 
shares”, giving them a disproportionate level of control (Milhaupt and 
Zheng, 2015; Kennedy and Mazzocco, 2023).

A total of 135 of the 162 large Chinese companies included in the 
paper's first dataset feature some level of state ownership—or 83% of the 
total. On average, one or more government institutions directly or 
indirectly own 70% of these companies' stock. If the sample is restricted 
to the 100 largest miners, the share of companies that are state-owned 
rises to 94%, with an average level of state ownership of 78%. Fig. 1 
plots state ownership by company size for the 5044 companies included 
in the paper's second dataset. As it demonstrates, state ownership is 
particularly concentrated among larger companies (those with CN ¥1 
billion or more in capital). 3 More specifically, six of the nine companies 
with more than CN ¥10 billion in capital feature state ownership (67%), 
while the same holds for 128 of the 203 firms whose capitalization 
ranges between CN ¥1 and 10 billion (63%). Of the 2742 companies with 
CN ¥100 million or less in capital, however, only 13% (363) feature 
some level of state ownership. Given that ownership confers some level 
of control, and that, as mining is a capital-intensive industry, companies 
endowed with greater capital can in turn increase the scope of their 
mining and processing, these figures suggest that the Chinese govern-
ment wields substantial power over the sector. 4

With regard to the division between state- and privately-owned firms 
across mining subsectors, a few interesting patterns emerge. First, state 
ownership is particularly prevalent among diversified miners—companies

3 The data presented in Fig. 1 likely underestimates the share of large Chinese 
miners with government ownership. This is because, for multiple privately 
owned companies, the registered capital figures indicated in QCC appear 
erroneous by an order of magnitude or more. For instance, according to QCC, 
Shenzhen Yandaonong Mining Technology has CN ¥10 billion in registered 
capital. However, according to other sources, the figure is CN ¥1 billion. 
Similarly, QCC reports that Inner Mongolia Nabaichuan Resources Develop-
ment and Xinjiang Guanghui Manganese Industry each have CN ¥5 billion in 
registered capital. However, according to alternative sources, the figure for the 
former is CN ¥500 million and for the latter it is CN ¥40 million. Therefore, 
among the largest firms in the sample, the share of private firms is likely an 
overestimate.

4 Though missing data makes it impossible to calculate the exact level of state 
ownership by firm size for the large sample of 5044 firms included in the pa-
per's second dataset, a clear pattern nevertheless emerges whereby larger firms 
feature higher levels of government ownership than smaller ones.
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that own mines that produce different commodities. Specifically, all 27 of 
the largest diversified Chinese mining firms in the dataset are state-owned. 
This is not particularly surprising, as larger firms—which are more likely 
to be diversified—tend to be state-owned. Second, while the split between 
state-owned and privately-owned firms does not vary dramatically across 
mining subsectors, a handful of commodities stand out in terms of the 
ownership of the firms that mine them: rare earths, tin, tungsten, and 
lithium sectors. More specifically, every single one of the six firms that own 
a rare earths-producing mine included in this paper's sample of 162 
companies is state-owned. The same applies to the six firms that mine tin 
and the other six that mine tungsten. 5 This can be explained by the fact that 
many of the world's most productive rare earths, tin, and tungsten mines 
are located in China itself, and pre-date the rise of private Chinese mining 
firms after reform and opening-up (SPG, 2025). Therefore, the operators of 
these mines were set up as state-owned enterprises and continued to 
operate as such (though, in some cases, their government ownership 
shares were reduced). 6 Meanwhile, seven of the 14 companies that own 
lithium-producing mines are privately owned—a larger share than for any 
other major commodity. 7 Among the seven private miners are Tianqi 
Lithium and Ganfeng Lithium, which are by far China's most important

producers of the metal (Ibid.). Though lithium mining has a rich history in 
China, 8 and the country remains among the world's most important pro-
ducers, private firms' importance to the sector may be driven by the fact 
that the need for massive quantities of lithium for battery manufacturing is 
relatively new and private firms were the first to successfully position 
themselves to meet the growing demand.

In terms of mine ownership, SOEs account for 248 of the estimated 
301 foreign mines owned by China's largest 162 companies, or 82%, 
compared to 647 of the estimated 741 mines located in China itself, or 
87%. This suggests that SOEs are slightly more likely to concentrate 
their investments domestically while private firms concentrate their 
activities abroad. One possible explanation for this phenomenon is that, 
as discussed above, many of China's mining SOEs were set up by local or 
provincial Chinese governments to mine local deposits. Zijin Mining and 
CMOC—which, in recent decades, have grown into China's largest 
publicly-traded miners by market capitalization, and have dozens of 
investments across five continents—represent prime examples of this 
phenomenon. In the case of Zijin, the company was founded in 1986 to 
mine a gold and copper deposit in Shanghang Country (Zijin Mining, 
2025). Though Zijin was privatized, the Shanghang government con-
tinues to hold roughly 23% of its stock (SPG, 2025). Meanwhile, CMOC 
was first formed in 1969 to exploit a molybdenum mine in Luanchuan 
Country (CMOC, 2025). In recent decades, however, it was fully priva-
tized (SPG, 2025).

In early-2024, I travelled to central Beijing to meet with an executive 
from one of China's large mining SOEs. One of the first questions I asked 
him was how Chinese SOEs differ from their private counterparts in 
making investment decisions. His answer was unequivocal: “In China,

Fig. 1. Share of mining companies featuring state ownership, by company size (2023). 
Source: Author's research using data from QCC (2023)

5 The only other commodities solely produced by the large SOEs included in 
the sample are bauxite (four state-owned companies), silver (three), and ura-
nium (three).

6 The United States was the world's dominant producer of rare earths until 
the 1980s (United States Geological Survey, 1987). This changed in large part 
because of regulatory changes that made the production of these minerals 
exponentially more cumbersome (Hijazi and Kennedy, 2020). Chinese pro-
ducers of rare earths were not constrained by the same regulations and thus, 
over time, firms from the US (in addition to France and Japan, among others) 
began to transfer their intellectual property in that sector to their Chinese 
counterparts (Ibid.). Other factors, including supportive industrial policy from 

Beijing, largely in the form of export tax reimbursements (Shen et al., 2020) 
made the move perfectly logical.

7 Except diamonds (one single private firm).

8 Lithium was critical to the development of thermonuclear weapons. When 
blasted with a thermonuclear bomb's loose neutrons, one of lithium's isotopes, 
lithium-6, yields tritium (Glasstone and Dolan, 1977). When this tritium fuses 
with the bomb's deuterium fuel, it releases enormous quantities of energy 
(Ibid.) Without lithium, thermonuclear bombs would have remained too bulky 
to deploy. This helps explain why the lithium found in the Chinese province of 
Xinjiang—one of the most important sources of the metal to this day—was first 
mined with Soviet equipment and then exported to the Soviet Union (Kinzley, 
2018). Much like different countries repay their Chinese loans using minerals 
today, Xinjiang's lithium was used to repay loans incurred by China from the 
Soviet Union (Ibid.).
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the primary consideration of state-owned enterprises is social stability; 
the second is development.” This aligns with Lin and Milhaupt (2013), 
who posit that China's “managerial elites” exercise so much control over 
the Chinese economy that they are incentivized to be actively concerned 
about its overall productivity, beyond their own firms. In terms of how 

Chinese SOEs approach foreign ventures, it also echoes Zhou et al. 
(2017) who argue that SOEs may follow a “state logic” in their invest-
ment behavior (see also Li et al., 2018), as opposed to the “market logic” 
followed by private firms (Shapiro and Globerman, 2012). Finally, it 
aligns with Ramamurti and Hillemann (2018, p. 40), who note that “the 
distinctive behavior of CMNEs [Chinese multinational enterprises] is to 
a considerable extent due to their state ownership” (2018, p. 40). In a 
similar vein, Bass and Chakrabarty (2014), in their work examining the 
nuanced details of the links between state ownership and resource in-
vestments, find that SOEs tend to invest more in exploration projects 
compared to private firms, which tend to focus their efforts on exploi-
tation projects. They conclude that this phenomenon is driven by the 
fact that SOEs' government owners are concerned with “securing their 
country's future” via these investments (Ibid, p. 1). 9

4.2. Subsidized credit

Credit has long been used by Beijing as an instrument of control over 
Chinese industry. Within China, significant disparities exist in both ac-
cess to capital and the interest rates available to firms, with state-owned 
enterprises (SOEs)—over which the party-state maintains substantial 
control—benefiting far more than their private counterparts (Cull and 
Xu, 2000; Yi and Liang, 2016; Bunny, 2020; Lardy and Huang, 2020; Bai 
et al., 2021). Harrison et al. (2019), using a comprehensive dataset on 
medium and large Chinese firms' access to credit from 1998 to 2013, find 
that prior to the 2008 Financial Crisis, private firms paid more than one 
percentage point more in interest on their loans than privatized former 
SOEs, and an even greater premium compared to current SOEs. After the 
crisis, the interest rate gap between private firms and former SOEs 
widened further—exceeding two percentage points—while SOEs 
continued to access credit at even more favorable rates. Similarly, using 
a comprehensive survey of 2848 manufacturing and service companies 
in China conducted by the World Bank to assess the impact of Chinese 
firms' ownership structures on their access to credit, Gao et al. (2023) 
find that SOEs are significantly less likely than non-SOEs to experience 
credit rationing, even after accounting for a wide range of controls. 
Brandt and Li (2003) posit that SOEs have preferential access to bank 
loans, even though private firms are more profitable and grow faster, 
because of banks’ ideological preferences and the perks generated by 
these loans. Bank managers receive benefits from lending to SOEs in the 
form of stronger connections with local government officials (Ibid.). 
Furthermore, the banks—which are largely state-owned—may have 
better information about SOEs and may expect them to be bailed out by 
the government following a shock (Ibid.).

Given the importance of capital to support project development, 
mining companies are especially reliant on access to well-priced credit. 
In the words of an executive from one of China's large mining SOEs 
interviewed for this research, “subsidized credit is the key advantage of 
Chinese miners when carrying out investments”. Therefore, subsidized 
financing also represents a critical lever that Beijing can use to influence

Chinese mining companies.
Subsidized credit can come from a wide array of sources, including 

the government itself, its policy banks, and state-owned commercial 
banks. China's two largest policy banks, China Development Bank (CBD) 
and China Export-Import Bank (CEIB), are major providers of bilateral 
loans to governments around the world. CBD, with its CN¥18.2 trillion, 
or roughly US $2.7 trillion, 10 in assets at the end of 2022 (China 
Development Bank, 2025), is the world's largest state financier. While 
CEIB does not differ much from its Western counterparts in terms of its 
objectives, its size does. In mid-2023, CEIB had CN ¥6.5 trillion, or 
roughly US $920 billion, in assets (Export-Import Bank of China, 2024) 
compared to the Export-Import Bank of the United States' US $14.1 
billion (Export-Import Bank of the United States, 2023). The majority of 
the two Chinese policy banks' financing supports Chinese commercial 
interests and broader economic development, 11 and, in the case of 
mining, they have extended loans that directly helped Chinese firms 
secure deposits. Beyond the policy banks, Chinese miners can also rely 
on the Chinese commercial banking sector for advantageous credit. 
Though Chinese state-owned commercial banks operate differently from 

the policy banks, they nevertheless extend generously priced loans to 
Chinese mining companies.

Table 1 outlines some of the mines that have been acquired by 
Chinese firms with loans from China's policy banks and state-owned 
commercial banks. 12 Meanwhile, Table 2 contains loan-specific infor-
mation about mining sector financing that has been extended by China's 
policy banks and state-owned commercial banks since 2000. These 
loans, which are typically extended to state-owned enterprises, almost 
invariably carry highly generous interest rates. For instance, the average 
interest rate, weighted by loan size, on the 19 loans extended by CDB 
and CEIB directly or indirectly to Chinese mining companies for which 
detailed information is available in the AidData dataset was 3.8% 

(Custer et al., 2023). In total, these loans totaled almost US $11.5 billion 
(Ibid.). Meanwhile, the average interest rate on the 21 loans extended to 
Chinese miners by China's Big-4 state-owned commercial banks for 
which detailed information was collected was 3.6% (Custer et al., 2023). 
These loans, which helped mining companies acquire, develop, and 
expand mines around the world, totaled almost US $5.5 billion (Ibid.). 

To test whether the interest rates offered to Chinese miners sub-
stantially differ from those available to their non-Chinese counterparts, I 
collected aggregate debt and debt payment information for the ten 
largest publicly traded Chinese mining companies by market capitali-
zation In 2024, the total debt of these ten companies was US $79.1 
billion, and they paid US $3.2 billion on interest servicing that debt. 
Therefore, on average, and accounting for the size of their debt, these 
mining companies were paying an effective interest rate of 4%. I 
collected the same information for the ten largest non-Chinese, non-
state-owned, publicly traded mining companies. On average, these

9 Another important finding when it comes to the behavior of Chinese SOEs is 
that they tend to invest in countries with high levels of political risk, which may 
be due to their capital access and the support they receive from the government, 
among other factors. This was first articulated by Buckley et al. (2007) but has 
since been reiterated widely (see also Amighini et al., 2013; Duanmu, 2012; 
Kolstad and Wiig, 2012; Quer et al., 2012; Ramasamy et al., 2012; Cuervo-- 
Cazurra et al., 2014; Meunier, 2018). The support can extend beyond economic 
assistance and include diplomatic cover (see Gonzalez-Vicente, 2012; Li et al., 
2013; and Fan and Wang, 2017)

10 All currency conversions are calculated using the average exchange rate 
prevailing for the reported year. In this case, the average exchange rate in 2022 
was CN ¥6.7366 to US $1.
11 For instance, CDB, which primarily lends in China itself, “is dedicated to 

supporting China's economic development in key industries and under-
developed sectors” (China Development Bank, 2025). CEIB, meanwhile, is 
“dedicated to supporting China's foreign trade, investment and international 
economic cooperation” (Export-Import Bank of China, 2024).
12 Like the policy banks, China's state-owned commercial banks have also 

directly financed the acquisition by Chinese miners of many world-class mines 
around the world. They have also financed the Chinese investments in non-
Chinese mining companies themselves. Among these investments were Tianqi 
Lithium's purchase of Talison Lithium and its Greenbushes mine in 2012 (an 
offer supported by a finance commitment letter by China Development Bank) 
and its acquisition of a 24% stake in Sociedad Química y Minera de Chile 
(SQM), the world's largest lithium producer (which was financed by the In-
dustrial and Commercial Bank of China—AidData ID 95343) (see also Sand-
erson, 2023).
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companies pay an effective interest rate of 7.2% on their US $134.5 
billion in total debt—almost double that of their Chinese counterparts. If 
these ten Chinese mining companies were charged the same interest 
rates as their non-Chinese competitors, their total interest payments in 
the last quarter for which data is available would have nearly doubled to 
US $5.7 billion. Interestingly, as Fig. 2 demonstrates, if the scope of the 
data is expanded a decade—from 2015 to 2024—it becomes clear that 
Western firms do not invariably pay more in interest than their Chinese 
counterparts. Rather, it appears that Chinese miners consistently pay 
roughly 4% in effective interest while the rates available to Western 
miners vary dramatically on the basis of prevailing market-wide rates.

Beyond directly financing the acquisition or development of mines 
by Chinese companies, the predictable availability of well-priced credit 
can also translate directly to profits when Chinese miners extend loans of 
their own. In 2020, Gold Mountains, a wholly owned subsidiary of Zijin 
Mining, acquired Canadian miner Guyana Goldfields—which got its 
highly original name by virtue of owning and operating a gold mine in 
Guyana—for CA $323 million, or roughly US $241 million (Zijin Mining, 
2020). As part of the bid, Gold Mountains extended a US $30 million 
loan to Guyana Goldfields, which carried a 12% annual interest rate 
(Ibid.). The same year, Zijin issued a US $200 million line of credit to 
Kamoa Holding—its joint venture with Canada-based Ivanhoe set up for

Table 2
Mining sector loans extended by policy banks (PB) and state-owned commercial banks (SOCB).

AidData ID Primary Lender (Type) Chinese Recipient (Including Via Subsidiaries) Amount (US $) Interest (%)

41600 CDB (PB) Jinchuan Group 450,000,000 3.988
55426 CDB (PB) MMG 2,994,000,000 3.979
55427 CDB (PB) MMG 484,500,000 3.829
58675 CDB (PB) Jinchuan Group 100,000,000 2.815
58676 CDB (PB) Jinchuan Group 100,000,000 2.788
62557 CDB (PB) Shandong Gold Group 300,000,000 2.662
63778 CDB (PB) Aluminum Corp. of China 702,000,000 1.631
91897 CDB (PB) CMOC Group 790,000,000 3.108
95394 CDB (PB) Shenzhen Zhongjin Lingnan Nonfemet 100,000,000 3.64
256 CEIB (PB) Sinohydro Corp., China National Nuclear Corp. 100,548,241 2
36064 CEIB (PB) Aluminum Corp. of China 2,000,000,000 2.308
40198 CEIB (PB) China Nonferrous Metal Industry's Foreign Engineering and Construction 24,158,989 3
64227 CEIB (PB) Metallurgical Corp. of China 560,000,000 4.719
73145 CEIB (PB) China Railway Engineering Corp., Sinohydro Corp., Zhejiang Huayou Cobalt 2,029,900,000 6.1
85885 CEIB (PB) China Nonferrous Metal Industry's Foreign Engineering and Construction 18,119,242 3
87514 CEIB (PB) China Railway Engineering Corp., Sinohydro Corp., Zhejiang Huayou Cobalt 2,500,000 3.839
92059 CEIB (PB) China Railway Engineering Corp., Sinohydro Corp., Zhejiang Huayou Cobalt 2,500,000 3.839
98774 CEIB (PB) MMG 598,800,000 3.979
98780 CEIB (PB) MMG 96,900,000 3.829
62275 BOC (SOCB) China Hongqiao Group 66,000,000 3.881
69238 BOC (SOCB) Shandong Gold Group 347,300,000 2.682
69239 BOC (SOCB) Shandong Gold Group 166,764,178 2.682
91890 BOC (SOCB) CMOC Group 450,000,000 2.608
95977 BOC (SOCB) Tibet Huayu Mining 10,000,000 0
95978 BOC (SOCB) Tibet Huayu Mining 300,000 5
95980 BOC (SOCB) Tibet Huayu Mining 10,000,000 5
95983 BOC (SOCB) Tibet Huayu Mining 30,000,000 6
98667 BOC (SOCB) Baiyin Nonferrous Group 75,000,000 1.251
98776 BOC (SOCB) MMG 598,800,000 3.979
98783 BOC (SOCB) MMG 96,900,000 3.829
70407 CCB (SOCB) China Nonferrous Metal Mining Group 20,000,000 2.661
91899 CCB (SOCB) CMOC Group 600,000,000 3.729
64223 ICBC (SOCB) Guangdong Rising H.K. (Holding) 35,714,286 3.988
67153 ICBC (SOCB) IRC 340,000,000 3.258
70220 ICBC (SOCB) China Nonferrous Metals International Mining 120,000,000 3.131
70301 ICBC (SOCB) China Shenhua Energy 75,000,000 6.331
92353 ICBC (SOCB) CMOC Group 50,000,000 3.125
95343 ICBC (SOCB) Tianqi Lithium Corporation 200,000,000 5.373
98775 ICBC (SOCB) MMG 1,796,400,000 3.979
98781 ICBC (SOCB) MMG 290,700,000 3.829

Source: Custer et al. (2023).

Table 1
Mines financed by policy banks (PB) and state-owned commercial banks (SOCB) a.

Primary Lender (Type) Investor Mine Country

CDB (PB) Jiangxi Copper Galeno copper mine (Cancelled) Peru
Wesizwe Platinum Bakubung platinum mine South Africa
Aluminum Corp. of China Simandou iron ore mine Guinea
CMOC Tenke Fungurume copper mine Democratic Republic of Congo 
Tongling Nonferrous Metals Mirador copper mine Ecuador

CEIB (PB) China Railway Engineering Corp. Sicomines copper mine Democratic Republic of Congo 
Aluminum Corp. of China Toromocho copper mine Peru
China Nonferrous Metal Mining Tumurtiin Ovoo zinc mine Mongolia

BOC (SOCB) Shandong Gold Veladero gold mine Argentina
CCB (SOCB) Zijin Mining Bisha zinc mine Eritrea
ICBC (SOCB) MMG Las Bambas copper mine Peru

a This excludes mines purchased as part of takeovers of entire companies, such as Greenbushes and the Salar de Atacama. 
Source: Custer et al. (2023).
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the exploitation of the DRC's world-class Kamoa-Kakula Copper Project 
(Ivanhoe Mines, 2020). The line of credit carried a 10% annual interest 
rate (Ibid.). Unsurprisingly, Zijin could secure more generous interest 
rates on its own debt than what available to Guyana Goldfields and 
Kamoa Holding. As of December 31, 2020, its total borrowings 
amounted to CN¥73 billion, roughly US $10.6 billion, on which it paid 
annual interest ranging between 0.2% and 5.282% (Zijin Mining Group, 
2020).

In addition to the advantages that can be drawn from the gulf be-
tween their own borrowing costs and the interest they can charge on 
loans as part of takeover bids and joint ventures, low interest rates allow 

Chinese miners to operate on a longer timeframe than their competitors, 
which also confers them with important advantages. When mineral 
prices drop, as they did at the end of the 2000s commodity boom, both 
mines and mining companies drop in value. This puts enormous pressure 
on private sector firms that cannot access well-priced credit. In some 
cases, these companies are forced to offload mines since they cannot 
afford the short-term losses that these assets would engender. That 
makes such periods an ideal time to secure new assets at cut-rate prices. 
However, low minerals prices also increase mining companies' 
borrowing costs, which hampers many mining companies’ ability to take 
advantage of these low prices. Chinese mining firms, which can borrow 

at a lower, relatively stable cost, do not face the same constraints. As the 
price of metals fell dramatically between 2011 and 2015—they finally 
bottom out in at the end of 2015, at roughly a third of their peak value in 
2011 (Federal Reserve Economic Data, 2025)—a slew of mines around 
the world became available for sale. However, just as the interest rates 
offered to Western miners rose, Chinese miners continued to have access 
to well-priced credit. According to SPG Federal Reserve Economic Data 
(2025), this coincided with a sharp rise in Chinese mine investments 
around the world. For instance, compared with an average of 9.25 in-
vestments in new mining properties per year between 2010 and 2014, 
Chinese firms invested in an average of 32 new properties between 2015 
and 2019. Furthermore, while 63% of the mines in which Chinese 
companies invested between 2010 and 2014 were newly built, only 16% 

of the investments that took place between 2015 and 2019 were new 

mines.

4.3. Governance controls

Beyond Beijing's triple roles of regulator, shareholder, and financier, 
Chinese rulers also exercise control over the country's firms through the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) itself. At the basis of this party-centric

system of corporate governance is the fact that, per the current CCP 
Constitution, organizations—including privately-owned businesses—are 
required to set up a party organization if they comprise three of more CCP 
members among their ranks (Almén and Carlsson, 2025). In firms, these 
party organizations can take two forms: companies that count anywhere 
between three and 100 party members are required to host “party cells” 
while those with more than 100 members must feature a “party grassroots 
committee”, which often oversees different cells (Ibid., p. 21). These party 
organizations are “responsible for directly guiding, managing, and over-
seeing party members”, for supporting the “board of shareholders, board of 
directors, board of supervisors, and managers in exercising their functions 
and powers”, and for participating “in making decisions on major issues in 
the enterprise” (Ibid., p. 28). Most companies' party relations are managed 
through their local party committee, as they report to “committees one 
level up in the party hierarchy” (Ibid., p. 21). It should be noted that these 
local party structures may sometimes have interests that differ from those 
in Beijing. For instance, they might be more concerned about local levels of 
economic growth than with the central government's grand vision of 
development at the national level. Therefore, we should not automatically 
assume that companies' party organizations automatically share all of 
Beijing's own priorities. Furthermore, given the fact that the CCP comprises 
more than 100 million members, and hundreds of thousands of firms 
feature party organizations, precisely how they are governed by the par-
ty-state—both in terms of precise organizational terms and with regards to 
strictness—can differ markedly.

Unsurprisingly, party-centric governance mechanisms are strongest 
in the case of state-owned enterprises. The party's own vision of its 
control over SOEs is best summarized by a resolution of the Central 
Committee of the CCP passed in 1997: “Maintaining the party's political 
leadership over SOEs is a principle of fundamental importance that shall 
never be shaken and undermined.” In SOEs, party organizations are 
expected not only to guide party members and support management but 
to “participate in the decision-making of major issues of the enterprise” 
(Almén and Carlsson, 2025. p. 25). According to Wang (2014), the de-
gree to which the CCP itself, rather than the government, exercises 
direct control over Chinese SOEs is rarely seen in other open economies. 
As he explains, in cases where political governance and legal governance 
are in conflict, the former generally prevails—“the real control comes 
from the CCP, or the party-state” (Ibid. p. 635).

When it comes to controlling SOEs, the party has a few levers at its 
disposal. First, the top executive positions in “important backbone” 
SOEs—their chairs, presidents, general managers, and party committee 
secretary—are appointed directly by the CCP Central Committee's

Fig. 2. Total effective interest rate (annual weighted average) paid by the 10 largest Chinese and non-Chinese publicly traded miners. 
Source: Author's research using data from SPG (2025)
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Organization Department (Leutert, 2018). These executives may also be 
dismissed by the party, which maintains “lists of reserves or candidates 
for these positions” (Zheng, 2010). Then, the senior executives of less 
critical SOEs that are nevertheless majority-controlled by SASACs are 
appointed by these commissions, which may rotate them across com-
panies in the same sector (Lin, 2013). Beyond appointments and dis-
missals, SOE executives accused of wrongdoing are investigated by the 
party and punished through its own disciplinary mechanisms (Wang, 
2014). This is because, as Almén and Carlsson point out, regulations 
contained CCP Constitution exist in a separate legal sphere parallel to 
the national legal system (2025). Finally, the party can influence SOEs 
through various financial incentives—including, as explored above, 
subsidized credit—as well as regulatory mechanisms (see Cull and Xu, 
2000; Brandt and Li, 2003; Li et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2018). 

Unsurprisingly, the mining executives interviewed for this 
research—many of whom doubled as members of their companies' party 
committees—were not keen to openly discuss how these structures 
guide company decisions. But, as a Wall Street Journal report published 
in January 2020 documents, the type of decisions advanced by party 
structures can vary widely. As its author recounts, Baowu Steel's party 
committee “held 55 meetings in the past two years and reviewed some 
137 business and other proposals submitted by management” (Wei, 
2020). It then “revised 16 of the proposals before sending them on to 
Baowu's board of directors” and turned down others, “including one 
involving a fundraising proposal for a company subsidiary, saying the 
need for more capital was unclear” (Ibid.). Finally, in what could be 
described as a corporate social responsibility move, the party committee 
“directed the company to set aside more funds to help the poor even 
though the profits of Baowu's listed arm declined 42% in the previous 
year” (Ibid.).

As discussed above, it is not only SOEs that host party structures. 13 

And it is perhaps the private sector that has seen the greatest changes in 
party control levels since President Xi's ascension to the pinnacle of 
power. In fact, President Xi himself raised the issue during his first year 
in power, lamenting the party's foundation in the private sector as weak 
and emphasizing the need to enhance its influence (Becker, 2024). In 
response to this issue, the party “intensified its efforts to integrate itself

into the private sector and promote party building in private enterprises, 
enhancing its monitoring capacity” (Ibid.). By 2017, nearly 75% of 
private enterprises had an established party committee, and by 2021, 
every single one of China's 500 largest private firms did so (Ibid.). 
Furthermore, between 2015 and 2018, nearly 200 private companies 
updated their articles of association to formalize the role of their party 
committees (Ibid.). The scope of the party's reach in the private sector 
grew further when, in 2018, the China Securities Regulatory Commis-
sion revised its “Code of Corporate Governance for Listed Firms” to 
mandate all publicly traded Chinese firms to support party building 
activities (Ibid.). Just as with their state-owned counterparts, the 
members of private firms' party structures also tend to occupy leadership 
positions in the firms themselves. In fact, according to a report published 
in 2021 by the CCP's Organization Department, 64% of party committee 
secretaries in private firms also held high-level management positions 
(Almén and Carlsson, 2025).

In recent years, one of the mechanisms through which the CCP's 
control over the private sector has expanded has been the 2015 dangjian 
policy (Lin and Milhaupt, 2021). Though the policy primarily targeted 
SOEs—dictating that party structures be given legal status and 
decision-making power inside these firms that superseded those of the 
companies' boards of directors—private firms could also adopt it 
voluntarily (Ibid.). The fact that private companies were not required to 
implement the dangjian policy enables us to compare the party-state's 
level of control over private companies across sectors. According to data 
compiled by Lin and Milhaupt (2021) and presented in Fig. 3, the three 
industries for which more than 50 companies were sampled that were 
most compliant with the policy were public utilities (73.54%), mining 
(64%), and transportation and postal service (62%). This is not overly 
surprising, given that these industries are heavily regulated, and firms 
operating therein must maintain a good standing with the government 
to succeed (Ibid.). What this also demonstrates is that the (private) 
mining sector is among the most tightly controlled by the party-state 
through party committees.

The dangjian policy provided new means for the party-state to 
expand its control over the Chinese economy, but the existence of party 
committees within companies has a long history. To test whether the 
prevalence of party structures in the mining sector was greater than that 
in other industries before the period covered by Lin and Milhaupt, this 
paper relies on the data produced by CPES between 2000 and 2016 (the 
years for which the data could be acquired). As Fig. 4 clearly demon-
strates, since 2000, mining sector firms have been significantly more 
likely than their counterparts in other industries to feature party com-
mittees. In fact, between 2000 and 2016, mining firms were on average 
12 percentage points more likely to report having party committees than 
those in other industries.

Though the sample is limited, every single mining company

Fig. 3. Adherence to the dangjian policy by sector (% of all firms in sectors where n ≥ 50). 
Source: Lin and Milhaupt (2021).

13 Private firms with three or more CCP members must also establish party 
organizations and, according to Almén and Carlsson (2025), it is only among 
foreign-owned firms that the same patterns of party organization influence over 
corporate governance are not observed. According to the Swedish investors in 
China they interviewed, “Party organisation activities are strictly Party-internal 
and have no impact whatsoever on the companies' business activities other than 
the use of work time by Party members to engage in Party activities.” (Ibid, p. 
53).
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headquarters, mine, and processing plant visited in China as part of this 
research—more than ten in total—prominently displayed one or more 
large, framed posters containing the identity of its party committee 
members, including their party credentials. During one of my visits to a 
Chinese mining company, as I was examining a wall festooned with 
pictures of President Xi and the company's party committee, one of my 
hosts whispered to me, “We have to hang these pictures”, adding that if 
they failed to do so, the government could “make it more difficult to 
obtain financing, limit how much money we can exchange, and take 
longer to process our permits”.

5. Conclusion

This paper explores the channels of Chinese government control over 
the country's mining sector, with a focus on state ownership, subsidized 
credit, and governance controls exercised via CCP committees. To do so, 
it leverages six distinct datasets, including two original datasets that 
together cover more than 5000 firms, and more than 30 interviews 
conducted in the Democratic Republic of Congo and China between 
2016 and 2024.

This paper reveals that various Chinese government entities have 
important ownership stakes in most of China's large mining companies. 
More specifically, government bodies have direct or indirect ownership 
stakes in 94 of China's 100 largest mining companies, with average 
holdings of 70%. This confers Beijing a critical lever when it comes to 
controlling the mining sector, as the government entities that own 
controlling stakes in these companies appoint their leadership and guide 
their most important decisions. Beyond state ownership, this paper 
outlines the extent to which China's mining firms are reliant on the 
government for their financing, which takes the form of heavily subsi-
dized credit. On average, between 2015 and 2024, China's largest pub-
licly traded mining companies paid roughly two-thirds as much as their 
non-Chinese competitors in interest. Chinese miners' consistent access to 
well-priced credit contributes markedly to their global competitiveness, 
as they are able to pursue investments that may be out of reach for their 
global competitors, especially at times of high prevailing interest rates. 
The fact that the Chinese government—through state-owned commer-
cial banks and policy banks alike—is so central to Chinese miners' credit 
access provides it with another important control mechanism. Finally, 
this paper finds that, at least since 2000, Chinese mining companies 
have been significantly more likely than firms from other sectors to 
feature party committees. These structures, which are primarily 
responsive to other higher-level party committees—all the way up to the 
zenith of the party apparatus—play a crucial role in determining the 
direction of their firms.

Given Beijing's growing use of minerals export controls—which, in

recent months, have been paired with a new policy requiring Chinese 
miners to report more of their overseas reserves of strategic minerals 
(Nurmamat, 2025)—this paper has important policy implications. More 
specifically, it demonstrates that, when it comes to the mining sector, 
the Chinese government possesses ample levers to incentivize mining 
companies to pursue its objectives. This means that, in cases like its 
ongoing trade spat with America—a dispute where the US has sought to 
leverage its advantageous position in the semiconductors industry while 
China did the same with the rare earths sector—Beijing may find coor-
dination with the relevant companies easier than Washington. In turn, 
this may provide it a crucial edge in terms of geoeconomics and 
geopolitics.
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