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What a U.S.-DRC-Zambia Electric  
Vehicle Batteries Deal Reveals About  
the New U.S. Approach Toward Africa
Folashadé Soulé

In December 2022, at a sideline event during the 
U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit in Washington, the 
United States signed a trilateral memorandum of 
understanding (MOU) with the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC) and Zambia for the development 
of an integrated value chain for the production of 
electric vehicles (EV) batteries. This MOU aims to 
develop a complete value chain around EV batteries 
in the DRC and Zambia—from the extraction of 
minerals to the assembly line. It also advances U.S. 
government objectives to secure a value chain for the 
strategic minerals necessary for the clean technologies 
that will drive the country’s low-carbon transition. 
Described by U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken as 
“a truly important initiative for the future,” the MOU 
reveals much about the Joe Biden administration’s new 
approach toward the African continent, an approach 
it characterizes as “strengthening partnerships to meet 
shared priorities.”

The trilateral MOU comes at a time when U.S.-Africa 
relations are at a turning point within the context of 

important geopolitical shifts, including the rise of China 
as a major economic and political actor. In unpacking 
the MOU, this article examines the wider geopolitical 
context of the signing, compares the U.S. approach 
with the Chinese approach to such deals, and questions 
how the DRC and Zambia can exercise agency in the 
MOU’s execution. 

The Geopolitical Context of the U.S.-
DRC-Zambia MOU

The International Energy Agency estimates that 
manufacturers of clean energy technologies will need 
forty times more lithium, twenty-five times more 
graphite, and about twenty times more nickel and cobalt 
in 2040 than in 2020. Due to this global shortage of 
critical minerals, Africa—which is home to around 30 
percent of the world’s mineral reserves—has become a 
site of great power competition. The DRC and Zambia, 
in particular, are among the world’s leading producers of 
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https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/2023.01.13-E-4-Release-MOU-USA-DRC-ZAMBIA-Tripartite-Agreement-Tab-1-MOU-for-U.S.-Assistance-to-Support-DRC-Zambia-EV-Value-Chain-Cooperation-Instrument.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/2023.01.13-E-4-Release-MOU-USA-DRC-ZAMBIA-Tripartite-Agreement-Tab-1-MOU-for-U.S.-Assistance-to-Support-DRC-Zambia-EV-Value-Chain-Cooperation-Instrument.pdf
https://www.eenews.net/articles/u-s-strikes-at-china-with-ev-battery-deal/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinken-at-an-mou-signing-with-democratic-republic-of-the-congo-vice-prime-minister-and-foreign-minister-christophe-lutundula-and-zambian-foreign-minister-stanley-kakubo/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/U.S.-Strategy-Toward-Sub-Saharan-Africa-FINAL.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/U.S.-Strategy-Toward-Sub-Saharan-Africa-FINAL.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/12/15/u-s-africa-leaders-summit-strengthening-partnerships-to-meet-shared-priorities/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/12/15/u-s-africa-leaders-summit-strengthening-partnerships-to-meet-shared-priorities/
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/executive-summary
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/anrc/AfDB_ANRC_BROCHURE_en.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/anrc/AfDB_ANRC_BROCHURE_en.pdf
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certain critical minerals. The DRC produces close to 70 
percent of the world’s cobalt, which is essential for the 
production of EV batteries (see figure 1). Meanwhile, 
Zambia is Africa’s second-largest producer of copper, 
which is used in electrical equipment such as wiring and 
motors (see figure 2).

In the race involving the United States, China, and 
European countries, among others, to secure access to 
the minerals essential to the clean energy transition, 
China is far ahead in building supply chains for cobalt, 
rare earth minerals, lithium, and several other essential 
metals and minerals. China has developed a large 
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Figure 1. The DRC Leads the Rest of the World in Cobalt Production

Source: United States Geological Survey Mineral Commodity Summaries for Cobalt and Copper.
Note: Data is for 2022.
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Figure 2. The DRC and Zambia Are Both Major Producers of Copper

Source: United States Geological Survey Mineral Commodity Summaries for Cobalt and Copper.
Note: Data is for 2022.
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https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/documents/no_time_to_waste_governing_cobalt_amid_the_energy_transition.pdf
https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/documents/no_time_to_waste_governing_cobalt_amid_the_energy_transition.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2214629623001457
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presence in minerals supply chains by refining most of 
the world’s cobalt, copper, lithium, and nickel. Chinese 
companies have emerged as the major players in the 
mining sector in the DRC and Zambia, after decades 
of dominance by Western multinational companies. In 
the DRC, the Chinese company China Molybdenum 
controls nearly 80 percent of one of the country’s 
largest copper and cobalt mines, Tenke Fungurume. 
Chinese dominance along the entire value chain of 
strategic minerals worries many in the West, especially 
in the United States, where the Biden administration 
is seeking to expand manufacturing and sales of EVs  
by 2030.

The United States has key vulnerabilities in sourcing 
critical minerals to meet domestic demand for the 
transition to a low-carbon economy. The United States 
is import-reliant (meaning that imports account for 
more than half of annual consumption) for thirty-one 
of the thirty-five minerals designated as critical by the 
U.S. Department of the Interior. Sixteen of those are 
largely refined in China. Overall, the United States is 
dependent on China for more than half of its supply of 
twenty-five minerals, even as some of these minerals are 
found in abundance in Africa.

The United States is now aiming to address its critical 
minerals demand by pledging to do mining more 
responsibly than how China currently does it and how 
the West has done in the past, by avoiding inflicting 
harmful impacts on both the environment and 
local populations. It aims to help transform African 
economies by leaning into the push for clean energy. 
The 2023 edition of the annual Mining Indaba, Africa’s 
largest mining conference, in Cape Town, South Africa, 
drew the largest and most high-level U.S. delegation 
ever, including officials from the White House and the 
Departments of Commerce, Energy, and State. The size 
and level of this delegation showed the awareness within 
the U.S. government of the importance of securing 
access to Africa’s critical minerals.  

More broadly, the U.S.-DRC-Zambia MOU was signed 
to strengthen already existing cooperation between the 
DRC and Zambia to develop a cross-border integrated 
value chain for the production of EV batteries. This 
MOU is in line with the African Green Minerals 
strategy put forward by the African Development Bank, 
whose priorities include the establishment of battery 
and EV value chains, starting with two- and three-
wheeled vehicles and commuter buses.

With the MOU, the United States also aims to help 
meet the economic and industrial needs of the DRC 
and Zambia. Yet the MOU constitutes a first-step 
instrument and political signaling tool. Its successful 
implementation will depend on specific requirements 
and input from all three countries.

Unpacking the U.S.-DRC-Zambia MOU

In unpacking the MOU, three themes emerge that 
illustrate the broader shifts in U.S. relations with African 
countries, as well as how the U.S. approach compares 
with the Chinese approach to such relationships. 

The U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit as a Deal 
Platform

The public signature of the MOU, along with other 
trade and investment deals, at the U.S.-Africa summit 
in December 2022 is part of the U.S. government’s 
strategy to make its relations with the continent more 
tangible and aligned with African aims of getting 
better outputs from these deals in alignment with their 
governments’ national priorities. The signing happened 
at a very different time compared to past decades, when 
the DRC was considered less reputable and battery 
minerals were not regarded as critical or strategic. In 
today’s geopolitical environment, in which China has 
taken the lead in building out critical minerals supply 
chains in Africa, the United States aims to both catch 
up with and counter China. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2214629623001457
https://www.nbr.org/publication/the-geopolitics-of-renewable-energy/
https://www.nbr.org/publication/the-geopolitics-of-renewable-energy/
https://www.commerce.gov/sites/default/files/2020-01/Critical_Minerals_Strategy_Final.pdf
https://www.commerce.gov/sites/default/files/2020-01/Critical_Minerals_Strategy_Final.pdf
https://naturalresources.house.gov/uploadedfiles/hearing_memo_--_dependence_on_foreign_adversaries_-_americas_critical_minerals_crisis_02.09.23_.pdf
https://www.state.gov/under-secretary-jose-w-fernandezs-keynote-remarks-at-indaba-mining-conference/
https://www.state.gov/under-secretary-jose-w-fernandezs-keynote-remarks-at-indaba-mining-conference/
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2023/02/28/how-america-plans-to-break-chinas-grip-on-african-minerals
https://www.uneca.org/stories/zambia-and-drc-sign-cooperation-agreement-to-manufacture-electric-batteries
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/approach-paper-towards-preparation-african-green-minerals-strategy
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/approach-paper-towards-preparation-african-green-minerals-strategy


4

+
This public MOU signing seems to be adapted from 
China’s playbook, especially from Chinese agreements 
on financing and building hard infrastructure projects 
in Africa. For example, in 2018, China signed MOUs 
with thirty-seven African countries and the African 
Union at a Belt and Road Initiative summit, indicating 
that efforts to bolster cooperation through summits go 
very far. 

MOUs as a First Step 

MOUs are both soft-law and soft-power tools that open 
the door for future negotiations and contracts between 
foreign entities. Most MOUs are less than ten pages, 
sometimes only a page or two. (The trilateral MOU in 
this case is five pages.) Thus, signing a MOU makes 
sense because it allows for due diligence and sourcing 
of financing to begin without expending resources in 
legal and accounting procedures that a full-fledged 
agreement would require; the transaction costs are 
lower. MOUs are hence used as first-step instruments 
for the prenegotiation phase of infrastructure and 
mining contracts and can serve as a framework and 
basis for further negotiations.

The U.S.-DRC-Zambia MOU is so far a simple 
expression of the three countries’ interest in working 
together. The signing does not guarantee its 
implementation, which depends on many factors that 
the U.S. government alone cannot entirely control or 
anticipate. It is a nonbinding agreement that offers 
flexibility and avoids the rigidity of a legally binding 
contract. Moreover, it can be undone. 

At the bilateral level, both the United States and China 
have signed several MOUs with the DRC. The U.S. 
government has signed three MOUs on mining projects 
with the country’s Ministry of Mines and the Ministry 
of Employment, Labour, and Social Security in the last 

decade. One of the MOUs China signed was for the 
major Sicomines mining deal project, which included 
two annexes related to infrastructure and mining parts 
of the deal, in 2007. While not specifying financial 
commitments, that MOU gave additional details on 
the negotiations and led to a cooperation agreement—
the final stage of a MOU that leads to detailed formal 
contracts signed by both countries. 

A Political Signaling Tool

At this stage, the value offered by the U.S.-DRC-
Zambia MOU seems more political than actionable 
and can be considered a push for the U.S. government 
to have deliverables to point to after the conclusion of 
the U.S.-Africa summit. 

While past bilateral U.S.-DRC MOUs were signed by 
dedicated ministries and were therefore more specific 
and less public, the U.S.-DRC-Zambia MOU remains 
vague. The document does not mention concrete 
engagements or an action plan, as bilateral MOUs 
usually do. It specifies neither technological input and 
transfers nor U.S. financial commitments, saying that 
“all activities pursued under this MOU are subject to 
the availability of funds.”. It stipulates that it is not 
intended to be legally binding and does not constitute  
an obligation. 

The MOU is a means to position the United 
States as a contender not only to China but also to 
European countries that are courting the DRC and 
other African countries to secure critical minerals. 
The broad rhetorical style used at this stage is also 
a means to signal to the respective constituencies 
in the United States, the DRC, and Zambia that 
the three governments are getting important  
things done.

https://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-09/07/c_137452482.htm
https://www.stimmel-law.com/en/articles/memorandums-understanding-what-are-they-really
https://congomines.org/system/attachments/assets/000/000/274/original/B8-Sicomines-2007-ProtocoleDAccordConsortiumEntreprisesChinoises-RDC.pdf?1430928299
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A More Inclusive U.S. Approach

What is distinct about the U.S.-DRC-Zambia MOU 
is that it marks the first time that an existing bilateral 
agreement between two African countries transformed 
into a trilateral initiative involving three parties. Unlike 
the Chinese approach that largely centers around 
bilateral deals in the infrastructure and mining sectors, 
this MOU includes three parties and evolved out of a  
bilateral agreement. 

China makes greater use of government-to-government 
and less use of government-private sector MOUs. 
Chinese official entities also issue MOUs at various 
levels of the Chinese administration (such as the central 
or provincial levels), while the United States usually 
involves both the government and the private sector. 
Yet, in the trilateral MOU, several questions remain 
open, including whether U.S. firms—known for their 
deep risk aversion to Africa—are willing to invest in the 
initiative and whether funds are available. 

The DRC’s and Zambia’s Input in the 
Execution of the MOU

The U.S.-DRC-Zambia MOU aims to centralize the 
production of EV batteries in the DRC and Zambia, 
despite the current trend of mineral extraction 
happening in Africa but refinement taking place 
elsewhere. The follow-up negotiations and execution 

of the MOU will be greatly informed by the extent 
to which the two African countries can exercise more 
agency. The countries’ governments seem more aware 
of this new geopolitical setting, and the ongoing review 
and renegotiation of cobalt and copper mining deals 
between China and the DRC have revealed how the 
DRC government could increase its agency and play a 
bigger role in negotiating better mining deals. However, 
with presidential elections looming (in December 
2023 in the DRC), it will be crucial to avoid political 
interference and conflicts of interests in the negotiation 
process that may hamper the deals.

Whether the DRC and Zambia can increase their 
technical capacities will determine their strength in 
the negotiation process and shape how much they 
can influence the MOU’s execution. An upgrade of 
technical capabilities can be done by associating the right 
expertise both from within their respective cabinets and 
relevant ministries and external expertise to conduct 
meaningful cost-benefit analyses to determine the value 
of the minerals and potential revenues as well as the best 
investment opportunities. 

The MOU’s execution will also be shaped by how 
the Congolese and Zambian governments  navigate 
great power rivalry between the United States and 
China, and to some extent Europe, while prioritizing 
their populations’ economic and social interests in the  
long term. 

https://qz.com/democratic-republic-of-congo-relook-at-china-mine-deals-1850318172
https://qz.com/democratic-republic-of-congo-relook-at-china-mine-deals-1850318172
https://www.csis.org/analysis/us-zambia-drc-agreement-ev-batteries-production-what-comes-next
https://www.csis.org/analysis/us-zambia-drc-agreement-ev-batteries-production-what-comes-next


© 2023 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. All rights reserved. 

Carnegie does not take institutional positions on public policy issues; the views represented herein are those of  
the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of Carnegie, its staff, or its trustees.

Conclusion

MOUs feature prominently in Africa-China 
engagement and are usually preferred by both sides 
to formal agreements, which the United States and 
European countries lean on more often. Whether 
bilateral or trilateral, MOUs provide a framework that 
can be built upon. This is the case for both the U.S. and 
Chinese versions. 

For the U.S.-DRC-Zambia MOU to be effective, the 
follow-up policy initiatives and negotiation of the 
agreement should contain concrete measures, have clear 
benchmarks, and create an oversight mechanism to 
assure that the objectives are successfully implemented 
and move beyond political signaling.
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