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Don't be fooled by attacks on the
lithium battery
By David Suzuki | Opinion, Energy | November 29th 2017

In their efforts to discredit renewable energy and support continued fossil

fuel burning, many anti-environmentalists have circulated a dual image

purporting to compare a lithium mine with an oilsands operation.

It illustrates the level of dishonesty to which some will stoop to keep us on

our current polluting, climate-disrupting path (although in some cases it

could be ignorance).

The image is a poor attempt to prove that lithium batteries and renewable

energy are worse for the environment than energy from oilsands bitumen.

The first problem is that the “lithium mine” is actually BHP Billiton s̓

Escondida copper mine in Chile (the world s̓ largest). The bottom image is

of an Alberta oilsands operation, but it s̓ an in situ underground facility and

doesnʼt represent the enormous open-pit mining operations used to extract

most bitumen.
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https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2016/5/6/1524012/-Someone-is-lying-about-electric-cars-on-the-internet
http://www.snopes.com/lithium-mine-oil-sands/
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An image circulating the Internet, credited to the community organization, Saskatchewan Proud, has attacked

electric vehicles while promoting Canada's oilsands.
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Batteries aren't environmentally benign

Lithium is used in batteries for electric cars, cellphones, computers and

other electric devices, as well as power-grid storage systems, because it s̓

light and highly conductive. Most lithium isnʼt mined. More than 95 per cent

comes from pumping underground brine into pans, allowing the liquid to

evaporate and separating out the lithium using electrolysis.

What people are reading

California reveals that the transition to renewable energy Isnʼt so
simple
O'Toole's climate plan has a carbon price — just don't call it a tax
NDP suggests how Liberals should reallocate $900 million in WE funds

Any real comparison between oilsands and lithium batteries shows that

oilsands products, from extracting and processing to transporting and

burning, are by far the most destructive. Extraction and production destroy

habitat, pollute air, land and water and produce greenhouse gas emissions.

Burning the fuels causes toxic pollution and wreaks havoc with Earth s̓

climate.

Does that mean batteries are environmentally benign? No. All energy

sources and technologies have some environmental impact — one reason

energy conservation is crucial. A 2010 study comparing the environmental

impacts of electric cars to internal combustion vehicles found the latter are

far more damaging, taking into account global warming potential,

cumulative energy demand and resource depletion. Battery components,

including lithium, can also be recycled, and used electric car batteries can

be repurposed to store energy for homes, buildings and power grids.

https://www.nationalobserver.com/2020/08/27/news/california-reveals-transition-renewable-energy-isnt-so-simple
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2020/08/26/opinion/otooles-climate-plan-has-carbon-price-just-dont-call-it-tax
https://www.nationalobserver.com/2020/08/27/news/ndp-suggests-how-liberals-should-reallocate-900-million-we-funds
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es903729a
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Lithium wasnʼt found to be a major environmental factor for electric car

batteries, but copper, aluminum, cobalt and nickel used in the batteries

have high impacts. Materials used to make other car components, for

electric and internal combustion vehicles, also come with environmental

impacts.

The energy sources used to charge car batteries also determine the degree

of environmental impact. If coal is the main source, negative effects are

much higher than if the power comes from hydroelectric or renewables

such as wind and solar. But the impacts are still lower than fuelling cars with

gas.

One study found using lithium for a rapidly expanding electric vehicle

market, as well as numerous other products and devices, could cause

supplies to become scarce. As with fossil fuels, this means more

destructive methods, such as mining, would be required. But these

arguments are more against private automobiles than batteries.

Time to up the standards in mining

Electric vehicles are part of the short-term solution, but reducing

environmental damage from transportation, including climate disruption, will

require shifting as much as possible to better alternatives such as public

transit, cycling and walking.

We still need batteries, though. Storage systems are essential to making the

best of renewable energy. They make power available when the sun isnʼt

shining or the wind isnʼt blowing. Finding ways to make them — and other

renewable energy components such as solar panels and wind turbines —

with minimal environmental impact is a challenge.

Some components in electric vehicles and solar panels use “rare metals,”

https://www.treehugger.com/clean-technology/the-path-to-lithium-batteries-friend-or-foe.html
http://www.meridian-int-res.com/Projects/EVRsrch.htm
https://www.wired.com/2016/03/teslas-electric-cars-might-not-green-think/
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which are often mined in ways that damage the environment and endanger

miners. But these materials are frequently used in newer internal

combustion vehicles, too.

Part of the solution is to improve labour and environmental standards in

mining operations — a challenge considering many materials are mined in

Africa by Chinese companies that put profit above human health and the

environment.

The good news is that renewable energy and storage technologies are

advancing rapidly, with attention paid to the environmental impacts of

materials used to make them. The ability to recycle batteries and their

components is also improving but needs to get better.

Renewable energy is already far better environmentally than fossil fuel

energy. It s̓ time to shift from current massive fossil fuel support and

subsidies to making renewable energy as clean and available as possible.

— written with contributions from David Suzuki Foundation senior editor Ian
Hanington.
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