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A strange feeling when arriving for the 15th edition of the FT Commaodities Global Summit at the
Beau-Rivage Palace in Lausanne earlier this month. The weather was magnificent: blue skies,
no wind, almost early-summer temperatures over Lake Geneva. Yet what was about to be
discussed inside the Sandoz auditorium was the possible outcome of the running war in the Gulf
and what could become one of — if not the — most significant energy shocks endured by the
global economy since 1945.

Needless to say, the conference was packed. The audience was larger than usual, online
participation particularly strong and the Financial Times editorial presence unusually visible this
year — unsurprising given the circumstances. Over three intense days, traders, producers,
hedge funds, bankers, policymakers, analysts and diplomats attempted to make sense of a world
where the closure of Hormuz is no longer a theoretical tail risk discussed quietly over coffee
breaks, but an operational reality reshaping commodity flows in real time.

What follows are a few personal takeaways from a particularly rich — and timely — conference.

Living by the day in commodities, dancing on the volcano in financial markets

One left Lausanne this year with the strange feeling that commodity markets and financial
markets were no longer living in the same reality.
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Commodity professionals increasingly behave as if the disruption could last. Financial markets
still largely price a return to normality.

This disconnect was probably the dominant underlying theme of the conference. Inside the
commodity world, people are already operating in crisis-management mode: rerouting cargoes,
recalculating refinery balances, securing inventories, renegotiating liquidity lines, stress-testing
logistics chains and monitoring physical shortages molecule by molecule. Meanwhile, broader
financial markets still appear to assume that geopolitical rationality will eventually prevail and that
Hormuz will reopen before lasting structural damage spreads through the global economy.

The longer the crisis persists, the harder this divergence becomes to sustain.

Several participants remarked that what remains remarkable is not the volatility itself, but rather
how orderly broader financial markets still look given the scale of the disruption. Commodity
people increasingly talk about duration. Equity markets still largely trade headlines.

This is perhaps because the commodity system has become remarkably good at absorbing
shocks — at least initially. Inventories still exist. Rerouting remains possible. Governments still
possess strategic reserves. Trading houses continue to move molecules around the planet with
astonishing efficiency. Yet one could also feel in Lausanne that many participants viewed these
buffers less as permanent solutions than as mechanisms buying time.

And time increasingly matters more than price.

Beyond crude: the ripple effects begin
What was particularly striking this year was how rapidly discussions moved beyond crude itself.

The commaodity world increasingly sees the current crisis not as a traditional oil shock but as a
broader molecular supply-chain disruption with potentially massive second and third-order
consequences.

Fertilizers were mentioned only briefly during the conference itself — agriculture remains
somewhat peripheral at the FT summit compared to energy and metals — but in several panels
and side conversations participants stressed that the Hormuz crisis extends far beyond crude
and refined products.

Sulphur became a surprisingly recurring topic. Rarely discussed publicly, sulphur nevertheless
sits at the centre of several critical industrial chains, notably fertilizers and copper leaching.
Disruptions in refining therefore rapidly create knock-on effects far beyond the energy sector
itself. Helium also surfaced repeatedly in conversations, reminding participants how fragile some
highly specialised industrial supply chains have quietly become.

This is what commodity people tend to understand earlier than most policymakers or macro
strategists: modern industrial systems do not run on “oil” in the abstract. They run on deeply
interconnected commodity systems.

Refining disruptions affect sulphur availability. Sulphur affects fertilizers and mining. Fertilizers
affect food prices and agricultural yields. LNG disruptions affect power markets, petrochemicals
and industrial feedstocks. The system is highly integrated and increasingly fragile.

For now, Asia is taking the first hit. This is logical. Gulf molecules primarily flow east. Parts of
Asia are already facing tightening refined-product markets, growing freight dislocations and
concerns around rationing if disruptions persist through the summer.
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But several participants stressed that this should not create the illusion that the United States is
somehow insulated. America may now dominate LNG and crude exports, but it remains
integrated into global refining and product balances. If the crisis drags on long enough,
downstream effects will eventually hit the US and European economies as well,

One could feel in Lausanne how rapidly the discussion had shifted from affordability to
availability. In normal markets, customers optimise for price. In stressed systems, they optimise
for certainty. Nobody was really asking whether molecules were expensive anymore. The real
fear was whether they would still be there in three or six months’ time.

Commodity traders and bankers: enjoying the ride... so far

In such an environment, the large trading houses suddenly stop looking like cumbersome
middlemen and start resembling critical infrastructure.

For years, commodity merchants struggled with an image problem. They were often portrayed as
opaque intermediaries extracting rents from global trade flows. Yet when supply chains fracture,
inventories tighten and logistics become chaotic, their value proposition becomes painfully
obvious.

The ability to reroute cargoes, secure inventories, finance volatility and maintain physical
continuity across fragmented systems suddenly becomes indispensable.

The mood among the major trading houses was therefore not one of panic. If anything, it was
one of cautious confidence. The industry learned a great deal from 2022. The Russia-Ukraine
shock effectively served as a brutal stress test for commodity finance. Margin calls, liquidity
squeezes and risk-management failures forced both traders and banks to adapt rapidly. Three
years later, the ecosystem appears significantly more robust.

Large trading houses have already negotiated backup liquidity facilities in anticipation of further
stress. Banks, far from retreating, appear broadly supportive. After two years of relatively
subdued commodity prices and low line utilisation, commaodity finance has once again become
an attractive business for lenders. Several bankers privately admitted that, so far at least, both
revenues and risk-adjusted returns have been very good this year.

Interestingly, despite the geopolitical violence, outright price volatility has not yet reached the
disorderly extremes many feared in late February. Markets remain nervous and highly headline-
driven, but the liquidity system itself has held together reasonably well.

For physical traders, this environment remains structurally favourable. When supply itself
becomes uncertain, their core raison d’étre — moving molecules from where they are available
to where they are needed — becomes indispensable again.

Yet beneath the confidence, one also sensed underlying caution. Many participants quietly
acknowledged that the current equilibrium still relies heavily on inventories, rerouting capacity
and assumptions of eventual de-escalation. None of those buffers are infinite —inventories
especially.

Physical traders regain the upper hand

Another fascinating aspect of this year’s summit was the increasingly visible divergence between
physical and financial commodity markets.
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Physical traders repeatedly stressed how tight actual markets remain. Freight costs, local
premiums, insurance pricing and refinery bottlenecks continue to worsen in several parts of the
world. Yet futures markets often react more violently to political headlines or presidential
messaging than to underlying physical balances.

Several participants joked — only half-jokingly — that monitoring social media feeds had become
almost as important as monitoring tanker traffic.

This creates a very peculiar form of volatility. Traditional commodity crises were largely driven by
physical flows. The current one increasingly combines physical disruption with informational
instability. Markets now react simultaneously to molecules and narratives.

One had the impression that purely probabilistic models struggle once geopolitical systems
become nonlinear and politically driven. In such environments, informational edge matters less
than logistical capability and operational flexibility. Physical traders therefore appear, at least for
now, to have regained the upper hand over purely paper-oriented players.

That said, the convergence between physical and financial trading clearly continues structurally.
Data, algorithms and Al are progressively transforming commodity markets as they are
transforming everything else. Yet this year’s conference also served as a reminder that Al still
ultimately needs molecules. Algorithms cannot replace missing cargoes, blocked shipping lanes
or unavailable refining capacity.

Commodity systems remain physical before they become digital.

America enters the commodity game strategically. Where is Europe?

Another striking feature of the conference was the visible presence of US administration officials.

Beyond the expected praise for President Trump, the broader message coming from Washington
was remarkably consistent: the United States increasingly views commaodity supply chains as a
national security issue.

This goes far beyond oil. LNG, critical minerals, refining, fertilizers, semiconductors, industrial
metals and shipping corridors are increasingly being viewed through a strategic lens. Commodity
diplomacy is clearly returning as an instrument of statecraft.

In many ways, the US now appears to be adopting an approach that, until recently, was mostly
associated with China. Beijing long understood that commaodities were not merely markets but
strategic assets requiring long-term state attention. Washington increasingly seems to have
reached the same conclusion.

Europe, by contrast, still appears strangely absent from this strategic commodity conversation.
One could feel in Lausanne how little geopolitical ownership Europe currently exercises over
supply-chain security despite its profound dependence on imported molecules and materials.

The US now simultaneously acts as:

energy supplier of last resort,

geopolitical guarantor,

sanction architect,

and strategic coordinator of western commodity systems.
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This creates a paradoxical dynamic. Much of the world increasingly depends on American
energy and logistical capacity while simultaneously questioning the long-term predictability of
American politics itself.

Gas markets remain surprisingly calm — for now
Interestingly, gas prices have not yet reacted nearly as violently as many expected.

Part of the explanation is seasonal. Europe is not yet fully in its winter storage-refilling period,
while parts of Asia have partially adjusted demand through alternative sources, notably coal.
Several Asian economies appear willing — at least temporarily — to revert to cheaper and more
readily available thermal alternatives in order to preserve gas availability.

For now, this has limited the immediate upside pressure on global LNG markets.
But several participants warned that this relative calm could prove misleading. Should the crisis
persist into the second half of the year, the combination of European storage rebuilding and

tighter Asian LNG balances could rapidly create a far more stressed environment.

Once again, duration matters.

Industrial metals: structurally bullish, cyclically vulnerable

Industrial metals occupied again a prominent place in discussions this year.

Long-term bullishness around copper remains largely intact, driven by electrification, Al
infrastructure and the energy transition more broadly. Yet many participants also acknowledged
that a prolonged slowdown or outright recession would inevitably weigh on demand in the short
term.

Aluminium attracted particular attention because it sits precisely at the intersection of two
vulnerabilities: its extreme energy intensity and its heavy exposure to Gulf-related supply chains.

The broader issue increasingly discussed in Lausanne is that the energy transition itself is
becoming deeply exposed to geopolitical fragmentation. The commaodities required for
decarbonisation depend on supply chains that are themselves becoming more fragile, more
strategic and more politicised.

Gold: less of a pure safe haven?

Gold generated less enthusiasm than one might have expected given the geopolitical backdrop.

During one panel discussion, speakers spent considerable time discussing the increasing
“tradability” and liquidity of gold markets. This prompted the obvious question: if gold increasingly
behaves like a highly tradable financial commodity, does it gradually lose part of its traditional
safe-haven nature?

The question appeared to create some discomfort on the panel.
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Yet it may well capture an important structural evolution. Gold increasingly sits inside broader
liquidity and trading systems rather than outside them. Profit-taking following the strong rally
before the crisis also appears to have capped some upside momentum as investors sought
liquidity elsewhere.

In that sense, gold may increasingly behave less like a purely defensive refuge and somewhat
more like a strategic tradable asset — slightly more cyclical and slightly less anti-cyclical than in
previous crises.

From efficiency to resilience

Stepping back from the day-to-day noise, the broader picture emerging from Lausanne felt
increasingly clear.

For decades, globalisation optimised for:

speed,

efficiency,

minimised inventories,
lowest-cost routing,

and frictionless logistics.

The emerging system increasingly optimises for:

redundancy,
optionality,
inventories,

strategic autonomy,
and security of supply.

This is not deglobalisation in the simplistic sense often portrayed politically. Trade flows will
continue. Commodities will continue to move. But the architecture of global commerce is slowly
being redesigned around persistent geopolitical insecurity — precisely the kind of environment in
which large commodity trading houses tend to thrive.

That redesign is structurally inflationary. Redundancy costs money. Backup infrastructure costs
money. Strategic inventories cost money. Alternative supply chains cost money. Security itself
increasingly carries an economic premium.

The commaodity world already seems to understand this intuitively. Financial markets, for now at
least, still appear less convinced.

Finaly, some quotes

About 2026 performances so far

e Sebastian Barrack (Citadel)
“Q1 has been volatile”
“We never rest on our laurels”
“Everything is explainable”

e Russell Hardy (Vitol)
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“Were we wrongfooted by the conflict? Discovery was needed in this new paradigm. First
2/3 weeks Triage was necessary to ensure we had molecules on their ways to
customers, Houston cargo to Australia for instance. Beyond that performance has been
good. But speculating on war? A wrong discussion”.

e Bill Reed

“Difficult for anybody to say that he was ready for the kind of volatility stemming from a
conflict to Iran and the closure of the strait. Not everything goes well when the stuff hits
the fan, but you adapt, take decisions and start to sort it out and taking action that you
need in order to relieve the stress of the things that are getting poorly and you probably
add to the things that are going quite well. All in all, from an earning perspective, not that
necessarily do | think this is a good thing for everyone — | definitely don’t, but such events
are positive for a business like ours”

e Richard Holtum (Trafigura)

“Unlike some of the people you have had on the sofa, we publish our financial results (on
the 4th of June). | could give you a preview, but | won't... But what | can say is that I've
been extremely happy with our performance and notably the oil division”.

e Marco Dunand (Mercuria)

“We started the year very well. We did not predict what happened in the gulf, but we
further adjusted to various scenarios on what could happen in Hormuz and positioned
ourselves reasonably well”.

About MAGA
e John Jovanovic (Chairman of Exim)

“The President has been very clear...”

“I was sitting across from the President in the oval office and he asked me what | wanted
to do, and | said | want to be chairman of the Exim Bank, and then he looked at me as if |
was absolutely crazy and he asked me now a very good question: why?

And | said Mr. President, you deserve a frontline economic tool that can deliver on your
agenda»

“President Trump courageously tackled the biggest Geopolitical problem of our
generation and what | would say is don’t bet against the president”

e Jacob Helberg (Under Secretary for Economic Affairs)

“I don’t think we are the stage where we need to convince countries not to buy Chinese.
And what | mean by that is that the countries are already convinced of that”
“US tend to outperform public forecast”

e Dialog between Tom Wilson (FT) and Russell Hardy (Vitol)

“Almost every time President Trump wades into a foreign policy issue, there seems to be
a natural resources angle whether this is Greenland or Ukraine, or Congo or Venezuela
or Iran, some of these natural resources have been real, some have been imagined.
Does that tell us that this administration understands commodity markets or is it an
administration that has not got any idea about commodity markets?”

Russell Hardy: “You want me to answer that?”
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About markets
e Gary Pedersen (CEO of Gunvor)

" The true color will come as we transition in the Western markets and enter into these
seasonal demand”.

e Amrita Sen (Energy Aspects)

“There is a general struggle at the realities of what’s going on vs when we speak with
macro and Equity traders, hedge funds they say: come on look at Q1 earnings there are
great and the economy is doing fantastic, so there is nothing to worry about. This
complete delusion that the US is shielded from the global markets. | do not know whether
this is a shock or a surprise or if that’s the reality we’re living but and regardless of what
we think of the US government policies, their ability to have this influence on price on
futures markets... | have been genuinely shocked by that”.

“It’s the tweet vs the actual reality and the tweet is winning right now”.
e Saad Rahim (Trafigura)

“Painting the least bad outcome, molecules are not there. This is not a price issue,
somebody has to do without and that means contraction of economy activity
somewhere”.

e Russell Hardy (Vitol)

“By the time the crisis is resolved we would have lost 300 to 400mio barrels of Product
inventories (use to cover demand today and they will need replacing)”.

e Richard Holtum (Trafigura)

“You have lost 15-20pct of global hydrocarbons. A-level economics tells you that supply
has to balance demand. In the short term you might have supply release from SPRs, but
ultimately in the long term you will have roughly to destroy 15-20pct of demand. The price
has to go to that price demand destruction level. That will happen because the solver of
high prices is high prices”.

About Agri

e Louisa Follis (Clarkson’s)

“Wait time in Panama Canal. There is plenty of Competition for the slots. The bulkers are
at the back of the queue vs product and crude tankers taking crude and products to Asia.
Cost of freight for the American farmer exporters is critical to compete with Brazilian
exporters. US farmers’ advantage has been eroded”

o Kate Guy (Colombia University)

“In the next few years, we are going to see increase pressure just across the whole
commodity spectrum for stable, arable land, water supply or the full supply chain of
inputs. Add into that we are looking for this year at a likely super el-Nifio weather pattern
system; at the same time you had a fertilizer shock out of the Gulf. That is the current
system going worse. | think we are headed more towards multivariate crises, from
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different part of the system, layering down on each other and over-flowing into ways in
ways we have not predicted before.”
About Gunvor

e Gary Pedersen (CEO Gunvor)
“Being able to go back to the physical business with the paper side of it and connecting
those dots together | think that creates a hedge for a company like Gunvor and gives us

sustainability”.

“We look for strategic partnerships (power and/or upstream) with strategic alignments”

About Trafigura

e Richard Holtum

“I am extremely happy with how the business is today, but | am not satisfied. | have a
strategic sort of restlessness in improving the business”.

“We are an extremely resilient organization. But that is not enough. | want us to move
from resilience to being anti-fragile. Rather than just we withstand pressure, we get better
under pressure”.
About Mercuria

e Marco Dunand
Questioned by Tom Wilson: “was it not the case that you had to stop your equity
relationship with a State-backed Chinese Entity (ChemChina) at the behest of US
Administration? - | do not know... Perhaps.”
“Last calendar year we made 1.5b$ profits. 15% coming from the new metal division”
“We are the only company which did not raise extra cash during the crisis. So it shows
itself that we are not constrained on any ratio or liquidity. We have a relationship with 120
banks and our lines are currently under-utilized.”
“Historically we return between 25-50% a year. If we can stay in this bracket, we will be

very happy. This year we light be more on the higher side of this bracket”.

About Venezuela

e Russell Hardy (Vitol)
“l think the US authorities called around and if | can put it this way: who would like to
prepay an enormous amount of money to lift oil from a precarious regime in Venezuela”?
| do not think there was a long queue of people who wanted to show up and do that. The
formula worked”

About Power

¢ Bill Reed (CCI)
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“Security and reliability are number one priority in a developed economy. And then
comes affordability. Sustainability is a significant factor but if you do not meet the first
three ones, nobody is going to care about the last one”

About assets
e Robert Friedland (lvanhoe)

“we miners, not traders. We just produce everything that you touch and everything that
you need ,and we think we are getting to the point where real assets, hard assets, low
obsolescence — HALO — are definitely coming back”.

About sulphur

e Robert Friedland (lvanhoe)

“A large percentage of sulphuric acid comes from natural gas, the Qatari fields and
others. About half the copper which is mined in the Congo is leached, low-grade copper
and requires enormous volumes of sulphuric acid to leach. We could lose about half the
production if there is an availability problem. Unless it becomes a pricing problem. If we
have a 12$ a pound copper, we can afford for sulphuric acid”.

e Richard Holtum (Trafigura)

“You look down to the second-order effects. If there is a shortage of sulphur, the mine in
the DRC can afford, relative to where the copper price is, to buy other sources of sulphur.
But that’s essentially taking sulphur from the fertilizer industry. So you are rolling your
shortages further and further down the supply line”.

e Vijay Chakravarthy (CRO LDC)

“Agri is standing back at the end of the queue. Let’s take sulphur for instance. It is used
to convert phosphate rock into phosphate. So Morocco is short of sulphuric acid and
China bans the export of sulphuric acid. The Fertilizers’ manufacturers are outbid by the
copper smelters, or the battery manufacturers or the electronic component
manufacturers. Because they have a lot more at stake by getting the sulphuric acid in”.

About trading in high seas

e Richard Holtum

“Our role is to take shocks in the world to internalize them, to risk managed them, to price
that risk correctly and make sure we solve our customers’ problems by giving them the
product they want, where they wanted, on time, on spec safely and reliably. When the
world is calm, our role is smaller, when the world is extremely volatile like it is today, we
become more relevant to our customers”

e Gary Pedersen

“When go through deglobalization and you go more into trade bilateral deals, supply
chains get longer and get a lot more expensive. Then supply chains need a lot more
solvers solution providers. This was going be a really big driver in the future of our
business”.
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About Risk in the crisis

e Jay Ng (Vitol)

“The fundamental risk our business face have not changed. The issue is how we have
enhanced our thought process to manage some of this additional risk. Market risk, legal
and operational risk. We learned a lot from the last couple of years. We are somewhat
repeating a known playbook, together with the banks. | think we are much better placed
this time around”.

“a lot of my colleagues in Vitol are exhausted. We have to be mindful of physical and
mental strength of our traders and teams. When you are exhausted, you make mistake.
How can we deal with that? It could go longer for a couple of months”

o Jeff Webster (Gunvor)
“The banks were incredibly quick to put in place these back-stops within a week for some
of the trading houses after the war started, whereas in 2021-22 it took much longer. This
time there is a playbook we could repeat”.

e Stefan Jansma (Trafigura)
“There is more risk and more volatility. We managed that faster than in 2022, negotiating

a 3bn$ backup line with our banks 2 days before the war started. It was in place within 6
days”.

About Gold
e Ruth Crowell (LBMA)
“Is gold having a moment? | would argue it is a whole new chapter. And if you are not

convinced, look at the data: gold volatility on the long term is actually very similar to a 30-
year treasury. Compare with other liquid assets out there”.



