
I. THE IRON ORE MARKET IN 2011 

In 2011 the main changes has come from China while most other countries has experienced 

production levels and trade levels similar to the year before. Trading patterns has also 

transformed, and the Chinese dominance has now become even more massive. 

 

PRODUCTION 

In 2011 the world iron ore market continued to grow after the recovery from the recession in 

2009 and a new all time high was reached at 1937.5 Mt, some 5.8 % higher than the previous 

year, 2010 with a production of 1830.6 Mt (see Figure 1). Output increased in most regions and 

countries except in Europe who saw a stagnant market, this includes the CIS countries. Oceania 

experienced the highest growth rates approaching 12.7 %. Among the major producers 

Australian, Brazilian and Chinese production increased by 12,7 %, 4.8 % and 2.1 % respectively. 

Indian production increased somewhat to 220 Mt.   

Concerning the production in China, due to problems of consistency between different statistics 

on the Chinese iron and steel industry, we revised our methodology for estimating iron ore 

production in 2009. Whereas in the past we have based our estimates on Chinese data for run-of-

mine ore production, converting it to a standard of 63 % iron content, we are now making our 

estimates basing on a careful analysis of pig iron production in China and iron ore import 

statistics. We consider these figures to be more reliable than the Chinese gross figures for iron ore 

production without considering the grade or iron ore content of the ore produced. 

Developing countries accounted for 57.7 % of world iron ore production (down from 58.6 % in 

2010), the CIS countries for 10.6 % (slightly down from last year) and the industrialised 

economies for almost 31.7 %. The decrease in the share of the developing countries was due 

mainly to growth of production in Australia - up over 55 Mt. Chinese production, on a 

comparable grade basis, was 321.9 Mt, or 16.6 % of total world production in 2011, down from 

17.3 % in 2010 but below the top level of 20 % in 2007.  

In more general terms, for the long run, Australia and Brazil will be the dominating forces in iron 

ore production. India, which has large and good quality resources of iron ore, will be hampered 

by red tape and an on-going internal struggle of use. Over time, as the Indian steel industry 

grows, most of the iron ore will be used domestically. We also foresee a slow decline in Chinese 

output. If prices fall, it will decline more rapidly and a major “Great Chinese shake-out” will 

begin. 



 

With the increases in 2011 and despite the decline in 2009, world production of iron ore has 

grown by 95.7 % since 2002, or by 947.4 Mt. In developed market economies (including Eastern 

Europe), except Australia, iron ore production increased by 16.6 % during the same period. 

Australian production grew, however, by 160.6 % to reach 487.9 Mt. In the CIS countries, iron 

ore production in the same period increased by 29.5 %. Production in these countries, despite the 

recovery in recent years, still has some way to go to reach the record levels of 250 Mt that was 

attained in the mid-1980s, but production volumes are picking up. In Western Europe production 

seemed to have bottomed out at just below 30 Mt, until it declined to 21 Mt in 2009, due mainly 

to a fall by almost 26 % in Swedish production. In 2011, 33.1 Mt was produced in Western 

Europe and with the number of projects in the pipeline in the Nordic region we will probably see 

production increase in the region during the next couple of years. But the European share of 

world production is still less than 2 % and will probably stay around that level.  

 

TRADE 

In 2011, international iron ore trade reached a new record level as exports increased for the tenth 

year in a row and reached 1117.0 Mt, up 6.7 %. The increase was the result of higher demand 

from mainly China while most other countries in the world had trade levels similar to the year 

before and most of them have not reached their import levels of 2008. These figures include all 

export trade including intra-CIS trade, while re-exports figures have been deleted as far as 

possible. 



 

World total iron ore exports have increased by 109.7 % since 2002. Developing countries 

accounted for 49.0 % of total in 2011, and their exports have grown by 100.2 % since 2002. 

Developed countries accounted for 51 %, including CIS republics (with about 6.6 % of total 

world exports).  

Australia’s exports increased by 8.9 % to 438.8 Mt in 2011 compared to 2010. With important 

markets in Europe and the Americas picking up pace, Brazilian exports, which fell sharply in 

2009, had definitely turned around by 2011 with an increase of 12.1 % in 2011, compared to 

2010, up to 348.6 Mt up from 310.9 Mt. Exports form India fell for the second consecutive year, 

2010 was the first time in twelve years with falling exports but the country, at its 78.4 Mt down 

18.2 % from 95.9 Mt, is still the third most important exporter.  

In 2011 the Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Russian Federation increased their exports. China has 

become an important market for all three countries. Transport capacity has been a limiting factor 

for further expansion. 



 

In 2003, China outstripped Japan to become the world’s largest iron ore importer. In 2011, its 

imports were 686.7 Mt, an increase by 11.0 % compared to 2010. In 2010, China accounted for 

almost 59 % of total wor1ld imports. In 2011, this figure had increased to 61.5 %. Almost 

everywhere else, imports fell: in Japan by 4.4 % to 128.4 Mt, and in the Republic of Korea by 

15.3 % to 64.9 Mt. European imports (excluding the CIS countries), decreased by 1.4 %, reaching 

132.1 Mt down from 133.9 Mt and corresponding to just under 12 % of world imports. In Europe, 

Germany, France, Italy and the United Kingdom are the largest importers. Though these 

countries were hit by the crisis in 2009 with falling imports, all four have saw increases in 2010. 

However imports in Europe have fallen in 2011 for all countries except Italy, and are still lower 

than 2008 levels. As a group, developing countries accounted for almost 68.1 % of total iron ore 

imports in 2011 (66 % in 2010). Due to a strong growth in imports of China, the developing 

world’s share of total imports increased from only 31 % in 2002 to 46 % in 2005, 50 % in 2006 

and 55 % in 2008. The CIS republics do not yet import iron ore from outside the CIS, and their 

internal trade in 2011 was only 1.2 % of the world total. Developed economy countries accounted 

for about 30.7 % of world imports in 2011.  

 


