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The mining sector continues to face headwinds in attracting the necessary investments to meet 

the growing demand for critical minerals in clean energy technologies. To better understand the 

role thematic bonds can play in bridging at least part of the investment gap while furthering 

responsible mining,1 Columbia University’s Center on Global Energy Policy (CGEP) convened a 

roundtable on September 25, 2024, during New York Climate Week. This event brought together 

representatives from junior and major mining companies, �nancial institutions including 

investment banks and asset managers, multinational commodities companies, nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs), consultancies, and think tanks.

To explore solutions that enhance miners’ access to capital, the discussion addressed the  

following questions:

 ● How do mining companies evaluate the potential of thematic bonds? 

 ● How do investors and �nancial institutions perceive thematic bonds versus conventional 
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bonds from mining companies?

 ● What kind of policy measures, if any, could support mining companies’ issuance of  

thematic bonds?

This roundtable report summarizes the discussion and the key insights that emerged from it.

Lack of Standardization in Responsible  
Mining Criteria a Hurdle 

Roundtable participants largely concurred that the absence of clear de�nitions and harmonized 

standards for responsible and sustainable mining—across environmental, social, and governance 

(ESG) criteria, decarbonization pathways, or timelines—poses �nancing challenges for the sector, 

including in issuing and investing in thematic bonds. 

An investment banker underscored that inconsistent standards around the pace and degree of 

decarbonization needed to meet mid- to long-term climate targets and how these should di�er 

based on a company’s focus (e.g., pure-play critical minerals or diversi�ed mining portfolios) make 

it challenging to assess whether mining companies are setting impactful sustainability goals and 

making substantive progress toward them.

According to several participants, a signi�cant challenge is how to balance climate-related goals 

with broader ESG objectives. For example, one investment banking participant highlighted that 

it is not clear whether waste management and community engagement considerations should 

outweigh climate goals for an issuer. An institutional investor suggested that integrating these 

considerations alongside decarbonization targets would create a more holistic approach to 

responsible mining. There was a consensus that some form of guidance on the priority criteria for 

responsible mining would be useful. Some said policymakers could play that role of “juror.”

There were also discussions on the e�cacy of existing sustainability benchmarks in de�ning 

sustainable and responsible mining e�orts. An investor suggested forming a coalition of miners 

in collaboration with investors to develop tailored, science-based recommendations and key 

performance indicators (KPIs) for the critical minerals mining sector. An NGO representative pointed 

to the Initiative for Responsible Mining Assurance (IRMA) as a standard designed for this purpose, 

though a veteran investor noted that IRMA is considered a stringent standard that not many mining 

companies or projects have used so far. It was noted that the new consolidated standard from 

the International Council on Mining and Metals—not yet published at the time of the roundtable—

should be explored for commonalities. A commodities trader emphasized that ultimately some 

degree of pragmatism and �exibility should be integrated into these existing standards to facilitate 
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capital �ows. These di�ering stakeholder perspectives could further complicate the ambition of 

de�ning clear KPIs and projects suitable for thematic bond �nancing.

Mixed Sentiment on Thematic Bonds’ Potential 

An investment banker noted that bonds are fundamentally assessed on their economic merit, 

with green or other climate �nance labels not necessarily altering their appeal. Thematic bonds, 

they added, will not attract new capital if the existing investor pool is already engaged with 

conventional mining bonds. Similarly, a consulting company representative observed that having 

multiple KPIs as part of sustainability-linked bonds can be challenging and confusing to navigate.

An asset manager countered this notion, suggesting that thematic bonds serve a larger purpose: 

they are valuable not only for their �nancial returns but also for their ability to direct capital toward 

responsible mining projects that advance the energy transition. The same participant asserted 

that there is a growing investor interest in transition �nance, noting that thematic bonds o�er 

transparency and signal an issuer’s commitment to sustainability, thereby attracting investments 

aligned with climate objectives. 

Several participants also highlighted the potential signaling bene�ts for miners from an equity 

perspective. Thematic bonds can essentially designate assets as “green,” helping to enhance 

the reputation of mining companies and potentially reduce their cost of equity. A major mining 

company executive emphasized that thematic bonds, beyond reputational bene�ts, now drive 

more meaningful impact as sustainability practices in the sector improve. The executive added that 

thematic bonds help reinforce issuers’ sustainability practices and commitments, aligning internal 

priorities toward shared sustainability goals and strengthening their ESG pro�le. However, an 

investment banker noted that miners will likely engage in this practice only to the extent necessary 

to obtain “positive virtue” signals in the market, rather than creating meaningful impact and 

acquiring access to an additional pool of ESG investors.

An investor stated that, regardless of whether a “greenium”—bonds trading at a premium, allowing 

the issuer to potentially realize cost savings when selling the bond�—currently exists, thematic 

bonds can help issuers align with sustainability targets as standards evolve. They added that 

utilizing Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation Article 8 and Article 9 guidelines can enhance 

transparency and credibility, potentially generating above-market returns and attracting greater 

investor appeal.

One investor acknowledged that investing in critical minerals, particularly in emerging markets and 

developing economies (EMDEs), carries inherent and heightened risks that deter investment in the 

sector. Similarly, an investment banker observed that stringent environmental regulations in regions 
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like Europe have constrained the mining sector and heightened reputational scrutiny, creating 

additional hurdles for securing investment. They argued that there is limited bene�t for investors to 

be �rst movers in the thematic bonds market for critical minerals, and suggested that loans o�er a 

more favorable entry point.

Another investment banker highlighted that misalignment between �nancial institutions’ internal 

sustainability strategies and certain mining activities presents challenges for placing bonds in the 

sector. For example, many �nancial institutions implement policies restricting investments tied to 

fossil fuel production, which can hinder companies that mine both coal and critical minerals from 

securing funding. Even with �nancing options like use of proceeds (UoP) bonds, designed to allocate 

capital exclusively to speci�c sustainable projects, �nancial institutions remain cautious due to 

the fungibility of funds. This could allow capital intended for sustainable initiatives to inadvertently 

support fossil fuel activities, raising concerns about increasing exposure to reputational risks and 

carbon lock-in—a continued dependency on fossil fuel energy systems. These concerns complicate 

stakeholder engagement for �nancial institutions.

A major mining company representative acknowledged that thematic bonds have the potential 

to attract additional investments for some mining issuers. They also indicated that, given the 

banking sector’s climate policies and �nanced emission targets, securing �nancing may become 

increasingly di�cult, although this has not been their experience thus far. This is particularly notable 

as this commenter’s company plans to increase coal production, contrasting with the strategic 

direction of most of its peers.

An investor suggested that UoP bonds are a viable tool for attracting investments in responsible 

critical minerals mining, but issuers need to receive adequate support, including technical backing 

to obtain second-party opinions (SPOs). They noted that the lack of clarity surrounding the scoring 

and evaluation processes of SPO providers, along with mixed feedback and a lack of consensus in 

rating miners’ ESG pro�les, raises concerns about the potential arbitrariness in assigning scores. 

This ambiguity impacts investors’ ability to accurately assess ESG risks associated with issuers, while 

simultaneously making it di�cult for issuers to understand which considerations to prioritize.

Another asset manager noted that investors who prioritize goodwill will seek opportunities to invest 

in responsible mining activities, regardless of market conditions. They elaborated that in their view, 

thematic bonds serve as a conduit for investment, as they o�er transparency and provide evidence 

of capital deployment toward achieving sustainability targets. Thematic bonds are particularly 

impactful in EMDEs, this participant said, as they enhance sustainability-minded investors’ 

understanding of a company’s commitments. The lack of strong governance in some of these 

countries can be made up by factoring sustainability commitments into the bond’s covenants.
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A representative from a commodity company also raised the question of whether existing 

thematic bond types su�ce or if there is a need for a new instrument type for the industry. Green, 

sustainability, and sustainability-linked bonds are well understood, but stringent sustainability 

criteria can create problems due to the exposure of some of the mining companies to fossil assets. 

Transition bonds could help fund projects that are not fully green, but they are less well-de�ned; 

this participant said the International Capital Market Association needs to provide guidance 

principles—similar to the one released for green enabling projects2—to add credibility for broader 

acceptance of these bonds by investors. The participant concluded that while there may be merit 

in thinking about a new, apt label for the sector, it will further crowd an already busy space and  

hurt the instrument’s use, as an issuer may not be able to group multiple types of projects into  

one framework.

Junior Miners Face Capital and Compliance Barriers

A contributor from a junior mining company disclosed that access to capital is particularly 

challenging for them due to factors unique to their business model and operations. Junior miners 

are often in the early stages of exploration and development without an established cash �ow, 

which heightens the real and perceived risks of these projects, making them less attractive to 

investors. Mining is also a capital-intensive industry, requiring substantial upfront investment 

for equipment, permits, and development, with long lead times before revenue generation. The 

participant said that junior mining companies, once permitted, still typically need three years to 

bring a mine to production, resulting in low and uncertain revenues over an extended period. 

The junior mining company participant continued that this mismatch between the timing of 

�nancing needs and cash �ows makes it di�cult to secure debt �nancing, as lenders may demand 

higher interest rates and shorter repayment terms to o�set the risk. Indeed, a combination of 

factors, including their business model and revenue structure, makes thematic bonds more suited to 

major mining companies. The participant stressed that there is insu�cient equity and concessional 

funding from entities like the US Department of Energy to help de-risk the funding of projects at this 

early stage. 

A veteran investor highlighted that capital markets have tightened for junior miners due to factors 

such as technology adoption, climate considerations, and China’s in�uence on price, as the country 

can �ood the market with a large supply of critical minerals. Addressing the underlying issues that 

lead to these �nancial challenges is crucial, especially for relatively small markets.

The investor added that junior miners involved in green�eld projects also often lack an ESG track 

record, making it challenging to demonstrate their ESG credentials or determine which ESG 
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considerations to prioritize. Due to these challenges, thematic bonds may be better suited for 

expansion projects rather than exploration and development in mining. One participant noted 

that larger and more established mining companies will �nd it easier to meet ESG compliance 

and reporting requirements, which can be quite challenging to achieve even with adequate 

resources. The participant added that while junior miners could also gain reputational bene�ts from 

demonstrating a commitment to sustainable and responsible mining practices, it remains uncertain 

whether their e�orts would yield commensurate economic rewards.

Supportive Policies Could Promote Responsible Mining 
Through Thematic Bonds

One investor highlighted the importance of understanding what stakeholders, such as 

governments and ESG investors, value and prioritize in responsible mining practices. This insight 

is essential to incentivize more responsible extraction of critical minerals, enabling issuers and 

stakeholders to recoup bene�ts. They suggested that the issuance of thematic bonds would be 

more widespread if investors were incentivized, for instance, by receiving tax relief for buying 

these bonds. This would enable issuers to price their bonds more competitively. Governments and 

regulators could introduce other forms of policies, subsidies, and access mechanisms contingent 

on sustainability standards to facilitate miners’ access to capital while encouraging responsible 

mining practices. 

A consultancy company representative said subsidies could be contingent upon meeting certain 

sustainability standards. For example, tax credits from the In�ation Reduction Act could help 

create a price di�erential for minerals that qualify for such credits. A major mining company 

suggested introducing a similar price di�erential for low-carbon critical minerals, which could 

incentivize issuers to invest in decarbonization e�orts even if the thematic bond does not trade 

with a greenium. Currently, for example, nickel produced outside Indonesia has much lower 

carbon intensities than that produced within the country, but there is no di�erentiation in prices 

on exchanges, and car companies are not willing to pay a premium for lower-carbon nickel.  A 

representative of a junior miner also suggested the possibility of �oor/ceiling o�take contracts to 

minimize price volatility and provide assurance to mining companies.

An NGO representative suggested that blended �nance approaches—which rely on public 

concessional funding to attract private capital—could be used to de-risk projects, especially 

in EMDEs. For example, having multilateral development banks or development �nance 

institutions involved in market development could help reduce political risks with these partners. 

Another suggestion was for governments to deploy mechanisms for turning at least part of 

mining companies’ capital expenditures into operational expenditures with some form of a 
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perpetual bond. This approach could support mining companies by spreading the cost of capital 

expenditures over time, o�ering greater �nancial �exibility and easing the burden of large, upfront 

investment costs. Finally, the participant put forward the idea of the government acting as a buyer 

of last resort and creating a reserve similar to the strategic petroleum reserve for oil.

A representative from a major mining company mentioned a need for permitting reforms, as 

permits can take a long time, adding to the project life and complicating legal procedures. The 

participant shared, for example, that their company had faced signi�cant barriers in accelerating 

capital deployment in the US: permitting alone can take up to 20 years, which, compounded by 

legal challenges, tax changes, and other regulatory hurdles make these investments less attractive, 

especially for projects that typically span 15 years.

Another major mining company representative suggested that compliance with sustainability-

linked KPIs, company performance, and competitive advantages must work in tandem. If 

compliance leads to fundamental process changes that introduce competitive advantages—such 

as sustainability metrics facilitating faster permit approvals—thematic bonds can play a pivotal 

role in driving investments into the sector.

Overall, there was broad agreement within the group on the need to continue investigating ways 

to grow the use of thematic bonds within the sector, as such bonds could address �nancing needs 

and motivate miners to adopt more sustainable practices.
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