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Tianqi Keeps Door Open to International Arbitration in SQM Fight
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Salar and Flamingoes

Welcome to this tenth issue of the Lithium Briefing from thelithiumreport.com.

On Thursday Bloomberg reported that Tianqi Lithium were still considering taking SQM to 
international arbitration over its decision to form a JV with Codelco to manage the Salar de 
Atacama in the 2030s.

We found this position a bit strange. In August 2024 the Chilean Court of Appeals rejected Tianqi's 
action to suspend the deal, which Tianqi had taken against the Chilean Financial Regulator. But 
earlier in November 2025, the Chinese authorities had already cleared the Codelco/ SQM deal 
contingent upon a few conditions. So why are Tianqi still dissatisfied?

Tianqi wanted the decision to be put to a shareholder's meeting rather than just be taken by the 
board. Tianqi have held 24% of SQM since late 2018. SQM's major shareholder Julio Ponce Lerou 
tried to stop Tianqi from taking that stake at the time. It was reported that both SQM and Lerou 
had taken action against the Chilean anti-trust regulator, saying they had agreed to let Tianqi buy 
the stake under a “secret” agreement. But that attempt failed and Tianqi got their share.

And how did this stake become available for Tianqi to buy? Because PotashCorp of Canada, which 
held 32% of SQM, merged with Agrium to form Nutrien, the largest potash producer in the world 
and the Chinese (and Indian) authorities would only clear the deal if they sold their stake in SQM.
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Nutrien auctioned the stake and Tianqi were the highest bidder, paying a premium over market 
value.

Tianqi are quoted as opposing the deal with Codelco because SQM will not have control over the 
Salar de Atacama operations after 2030. This is an odd statement because SQM's existing 
concession expires at the end of 2030 and without the Codelco deal, they would have had to 
simply sell their Atacama assets to Codelco (an effective nationalisation) and walk away from 
lithium in Chile altogether.

It may not necessarily benefit Tianqi to put the decision to a shareholder vote because if the 
merger fell through, SQM could cease to produce lithium from Atacama altogether (see below).

Therefore Tianqi's strategy must be to have the merger fail and then position themselves to buy 
the Salar de Atacama assets themselves. They would want the resource to be put out to tender so 
they could come in with the deepest pockets and scoop it up. Certain Chilean voices have opposed
the SQM/ Codelco agreement, saying Atacama should be put up for a public bidding process. We 
know who would outbid everyone else in that case.

Apparently Chile cannot block acquisitions on national interest grounds, but lithium is a strategic 
mineral that belongs to the state. In the current state of the world, that is a good thing since it can 
be used by Chile to allocate the lithium to who they want to extract it, not whoever has the most 
muscle.

So Chile's National Lithium Strategy unveiled by President Boric in 2023 should be seen in that 
light. By enacting a tighter private-public partnership, with the government taking 50.1% of 
lithium projects they deem strategic, it protects the lithium resources and keeps potentially 
hostile takeover bids at bay.

Can you imagine the consequences for the rest of the world if the Chinese obtained control of the
Salar de Atacama?

It is not generally appreciated that in 2022, with SQM planning for the end of their concession in 
2030, to maximise revenues they intended to reduce lithium production and increase potassium 
chloride production. This would have meant that “by the end of 2030, the production system 
together with the pits and wells would not be suitable for lithium production”. 

Codelco would then have had to restart production themselves with lithium production not 
coming on-stream again until 2034. Perhaps this was a spoiling tactic to keep Tianqi at bay.

Therefore Tianqi's statements are actually against the National Lithium Strategy itself enacted by 
the Chilean Government. The strategy requires SQM to form a JV with Codelco or ENAMI, the two 
state owned mining companies with SQM as the minority partner, to ensure majority state 
ownership. It can hardly be a matter for the shareholders: the board had no choice but to comply 
with the Government.

Consider the language SQM use in their Annual Report in relation to their shareholder Tianqi:

“Tianqi is a significant shareholder and a competitor of the Company, which could create risks for 
free competition......Tianqi is a competitor in the lithium business and, as a result of the amount of 
SQM shares it owns, is entitled to elect up to three members of the board......measures [..] are not 
sufficient to prevent access to our "sensitive information" which, in the possession of a competitor, 
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could harm us …... The presence of a shareholder that is also a competitor of ours and the right of 
this competitor to elect members of the Board of Directors could create antitrust risks...”.

Lithium is a strategic mineral. Given the course the world has embarked upon, the geostrategic 
implications are just as profound as oil. China already controls most of it and will not stop seeking 
to control more. The world should be grateful for President Boric's strategy to protect Chile's 
lithium.

The Lithium Report 2025 – 2035: The Next 10 Years. Everything you need to know about upstream 
lithium supply. 

Article available on line at 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/tianqi-keeps-door-open-international-arbitration-sqm-fight-tahil-
xhdje
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