Rare-Earth Elements
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There are 17 rare-earth elements, also called rare
earths. Incorporating even small amounts of them
into industrial and other materials can dramatically
enhance those materials’ properties, as exemplified
by neodymium magnets, the strongest in the world.
Rare earths are indispensable to Japanese industry,
being widely used in such industrial mainstays as
magnets, glass, catalysts, batteries, light emitters,
and lasers.

Rare earths occur only in very low concentrations
in ores of other minerals, which makes them diffi-
cult to extract in a commercially viable way. Japan
is wholly dependent on imports for rare earths,
with most of them coming from China. To redress
this situation, Japan is pursuing such measures as
diversifying its import suppliers and developing
alternatives to rare earths.

Meanwhile, mud rich in rare-earth elements has
been found in the seabed off the coast of the Japa-
nese island of Minamitorishima, at depths of around
6,000 meters. If these rare earths can be extracted,
Japan will have secured an invaluable source of
supply.

Another focus of interest in this connection is the
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