
Steeling Ourselves for the Future: 
Australia, China, and Green Steel

Green Development Conference 

Yulin, October 2026

Lev Lafayette, 

Australia-China Friendship Society 
(Victoria)



Australia & China, Coal & Iron Ore
 China is the important partner for iron ore exports from 

Australia (c85%), and a major partner for coal exports 
(#2 after Japan, c20%).

 Limited market suppliers for iron ore, alternatives 
available for coal.

 Exports of iron ore started in 1973, but coal and iron ore 
significantly increased in the 1980s, and scaled up in the 
2000s.



Use of Australian Coal and Iron Ore
 Australian iron ore primarily used to produce steel 

for manufacturing and construction.
 Australian coal is used for electricity generation 

and steelmaking.
 China’s steel industry (52% of the world supply) 

depends on iron ore (raw material) and coal (blast 
furnaces).  





Two BIG Problems with Coal
 Coal is by far the most deadly (“deaths per 

terawatt hour”) method of producing electricity.
 Burning coal is the most significant source of 

greenhouse gas emissions, and specifically CO2 
emissions with a long atmospheric lifespan.

 Note: Temperature increase in the last fifty years 
from AGW is the fastest recorded in Earth’s history.





Alternatives to Coal
 China is world-leader in non-coal energy 

production. Enormous scale of solar power, 
windpower, hydroelectricity, nuclear power.

 Coal has declined from 70% of electricity 
production to 55% in one decade (IEA, 2025).

 Coupled with electric vehicles and reforestation, 
China’s GHG emissions have already peaked. 



What About Steel?
 Recycled steel has reduced coal use with 

Electric Arc Furnaces – an established 
technology. But insufficient for new demand.

 Hydrogen-based iron. Hydrogen reacts with 
iron ore producing direct-reduced iron, which 
then can be melted. Not yet cost-competitive 
and requires a lot of renewable energy. 



The Lucky Country
 If China wishes to be a world 

supplier of steel and China 
wants green iron then China 
needs a trading partner that 
has (a) a lot of space for 
solar panels (b) a lot of sunlight 
(c) not many people and 
(d) a lot of iron ore. 

 Where is such a place?



Enter Yulin
 Yulin is traditionally a major coal and energy centre for China, with 

coal reserves and industry. Yulin is already developing alternative 
higher-value alternative uses to coal in electricity production (e.g., 
plastics).

 A potential and beneficial development for Yulin is research and 
development of hydrogen-based iron, hydrogen production and 
storage, coal-hydrogen metallurgy, all of which can scaled up at more 
competitive locations (e.g., Australia).

 Requires strong partnership between steel manufacturers, research 
institutes, iron-ore producers, and co-operation between Australian 
and Chinese governments 
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