Us-China rare earth and tech export war escalates with COMAC sanctions

[image: ]
The ongoing tensions between the United States and China have entered a new phase, marked by a significant escalation in what many are calling a "rare earth war." Following China's imposition of restrictions on critical mineral exports, the U.S. government has retaliated by suspending export licenses for essential technologies, particularly affecting sectors like aviation and semiconductors.
Specifically, the U.S. Department of Commerce has blocked certain sales of technologies to China, notably to the Commercial Aircraft Corporation of China (COMAC). This state-owned manufacturer, which has aimed to break into the global aircraft market with its C919 jet, is heavily reliant on U.S. and European technologies, including crucial jet engine components produced in collaboration with companies like GE Aerospace. The C919's entry into service in 2023 was celebrated within China, but it highlighted the country's continued dependence on foreign suppliers. As experts point out, the demand for aircraft exceeds China’s current production capabilities, ensuring that for the foreseeable future, the industry will depend on established leaders like Boeing and Airbus.
In the wake of these developments, Secretary of Commerce Gina Raimondo has indicated that the U.S. is committed to conducting an in-depth review of its strategic exports. This aligns with broader efforts initiated under previous administrations to scrutinise and potentially curtail technological and mineral dependencies on adversarial states. The ongoing restrictions on semiconductor technology are prime examples of this strategy. Since implementing significant export controls in October 2022, the U.S. has sought to impede China's advancements in artificial intelligence and high-performance computing by restricting access to essential chips and design software from American companies.
Meanwhile, the geopolitical landscape is further complicated by recent dialogues between U.S. and Chinese officials, including discussions on export controls and trade practices. Although the two sides have expressed a willingness to engage, substantial differences remain, particularly regarding issues of national security and technology access. The Chinese government has condemned the U.S. actions as economic suppression and a violation of free trade principles.
In reaction to these tensions, China has also ramped up its own export controls on rare earth elements, announcing restrictions on several materials vital for the production of advanced technology. These moves are perceived not only as retaliatory but as strategic maneuvers to maintain leverage in a global market where it dominates rare earth production.
The battle over critical technologies is not limited to the U.S. and China, as seen with Japan and the Netherlands following suit in restricting semiconductor equipment exports to China. This collective approach by the U.S. and its allies reinforces the notion that the semiconductor and rare earth industries are becoming central battlegrounds in the broader technology war.
As these nations manoeuvre through a complex web of trade relations, the implications for global supply chains are profound. Companies across various sectors—aviation, automotive, and electronics that rely on these technologies—face increasing uncertainty and potential disruption. Analysts warn that if the impasse over essential supply chains persists, the consequences could ripple through economies globally, placing additional strain on businesses already navigating post-pandemic recovery challenges.
Looking ahead, the potential for a full-scale supply chain confrontation looms large, as both the U.S. and China appear resolute in their positions. The ongoing conflict has illuminated the fragility of global dependencies on key technologies, and the urgency for many nations to secure alternative suppliers and bolster domestic capabilities is ever more pressing. As this situation develops, the balance of technological power—and the global economy—will hinge on the decisions made in the coming weeks and months. 
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