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1. GCC chemical industry’s key figures

Represents 
3.3% of 
GCC gross 
domestic 
product (GDP)

Employs 
directly 
143,100 
people. 
Double 
the number 
10 years ago

Contributes 
27% to 
manufacturing 
value added 

Creates 
429,300 
jobs 
indirectly 
in other 
sector of the 
economy

Produces 
a capacity 
of 144.6 
million 
tons in 
2015; reaching 
a growth of 
9% per 
annum, 
almost 
triple the 
global rate

National 
citizens 
account for 
66% of all 
employees 
in the GPCA 
member 
companies 

Generates 
US$ 79.7 
billion in 
sales revenue 
in 2015

Invested 
US$ 729 
million 
in R&D 
chemicals 
spending; 
posting the 
highest 
R&D growth 
rate in the 
world

Trade surplus 
reached 
US$ 23.5 
billion 
and 43.6 
million 
tons in 2015
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2. Global chemical industry:     
A challenging environment 

2015 was one of the most turbulent years for the energy industry 

globally. Oil prices averaged US$ 52 per barrel, almost 60% a drop 

of its peak in June 2014. The decline in price reflects not only an oil 

surplus but also a slowdown in economic growth. Declining prices 

continue to affect sales revenues in several areas of the world. In 

2015, global chemicals sales revenue valued at US$ 3,923 billion; this 

is nearly 5% lower compared to sales revenue of 2014. 

As shown in the chart above, global production growth showed a 

positive profile. However, according to Cefic chemdata international, 

global chemical production (excluding pharmaceuticals) grew at 2.7% 

in 2014, followed by an even higher growth in 2015 (3.2%). Global 

chemical production grew at 2.6% per annum between 2000 

and 2015.  In volume terms, 2015 was not a bad year with output 

growing at a higher rate compared to the industry’s long-term 

average (3.2% versus 2.6%).

Several factors are affecting the global industry’s performance; 

some are directly linked to feedstock and energy prices, while 

others  include labor productivity, capital intensity, links with 

customers, market knowledge and uncertainty around the world. 

The decline of commodity prices in 2015 generated a significant 

effect on business confidence. 

Global chemicals production (2000-2017)
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Surprisingly enough, the global chemicals business outperformed 

the global economy which grew at 2.6% in 2015. The global 

chemicals sector also grew at a faster rate  in comparison to the 

global industrial activity. Production in volume terms grew globally 

at about 2.0% in 2015 compared to 2014. Looking ahead, global 

chemical production is expected to grow at 3.3% in 2016 and 3.0% 

in 2017.

The global chemicals development is mainly dominated by 

chemical growth in China which posted a CAGR of 12.6% over the 

years 2000-2015. As a result, China’s contribution to the global 

chemicals sales went up from 7% in 2000 to 12% in 2005 and 

continued its rally, growing from 24% in 2010 to nearly 40% in 2015. 

In 2015, China’s chemical sector grew at 9.7%, down from 10.3% 

in 2014. Production in the Chinese chemical sector is projected to 

grow at 7.8% in 2016 and at 6.2% the following year.  This scenario 

is in line with China’s GDP and industrial outlook for 2016 and 2017.

The two largest chemical producers in the world after China, are 

the USA and Europe. In the US, chemical production grew at 2% 

in 2015 compared to 2014. The US chemicals global market share 

dropped from 24% in 2000 to 22% in 2005 and 16% in 2010. 

Output grew on average at 0.1% per annum between 2000 and 

2015. The US contributed to 14.7% of global chemicals sales in 

2015. 

The US chemical production is expected to grow at 1.1% in 2016 

and 2.7% in 2017. GDP for 2016 and 2017 is projected to be 1.4% 

and 2.0% respectively.

In Europe, the chemical industry had an average production growth 

rate of 0.6% over the 15-year period from 2000 to 2015 during which 

the industry gradually lost its top spot in the global chemicals sales 

dropping from 29% in 2000 to 21% in 2010 and later to 14.7% in 2015.

Though industry’s output grew by less than 1% in 2014 and 2015, 

the declining prices continue to negatively impact  the sales revenue 

in the EU chemicals business. A lot of uncertainty is surrounding the 

EU chemical business which could be linked to the “Brexit vote”. GDP 

and industrial activity are projected to grow positively but moderately 

in the coming years. Apart from the automotive sector which is doing 

very well, most of the EU industrial sector show weak growths. The 

EU chemicals prospects for 2016 and 2017 are very modest: 0.2% 

decline in 2016 followed by 0.3% growth in 2017.

To conclude, the global chemicals business is still robust and growing 

faster than economic activity as a whole. However, changes in energy 

costs and commodity prices are also adding pressure on margins and 

market share for most countries. 

Looking ahead, the chemicals sector will face a more challenging 

business environment. Energy cost is one issue; there are other 

mega trends such as mobility, housing, construction and population 

growth (demographic). Chemical companies could take advantage of 

emerging market opportunities. 

To this end, the global chemical companies need a clear vision 

for their short and long term goals. Moreover,  an outstanding 

management  to evaluate the risks and uncertainty over the coming 

years.
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Average Projections

2000–12 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

GCC 5.1 3.2 3.5 3.3 1.8 2.3

Bahrain 5.1 5.4 4.5 3.2 2.2 2.0

Kuwait 5.5 1.0 0.0 0.9 2.4 2.6

Oman 3.8 4.7 2.9 4.1 1.8 1.7

Qatar 12.4 4.6 4.0 3.3 3.4 3.4

Saudi Arabia 4.3 2.7 3.6 3.4 1.2 1.9

United Arab Emirates 5.0 4.3 4.6 3.9 2.4 2.6

Sources: GCC national statistical authorities 

3. Economic contribution of the GCC 
chemical industry

Over the past 15 years, GCC countries enjoyed large fiscal 

surpluses and rapid economic expansion on the back of booming 

oil prices. However, oil prices have plunged by 60% since the 

middle of 2014. Low oil prices and spillovers from the slowdown 

in China continue to weigh on the economic activity within the 

GCC region. Growth for GCC countries in 2015 is 3.3% with an 

expectation to slow down in 2016 to 1.8%. 

Ambitious fiscal consolidation measures are being implemented 

this year by GCC governments. Budget balances will deteriorate 

nonetheless given the sharp drop in oil prices. Mirroring the 

large loss in export receipts, fiscal balances have deteriorated 

considerably. The ample surpluses of the GCC countries have 

turned into significant deficits, projected to average 12.7% of GDP 

in 2016 and remain at 7% over the medium term, despite the 

implementation of sizable deficit-reduction measures. The bulk of 

this adjustment has so far comprised spending cuts;  leading to an 

evaluation of new sources of revenue.  

Current spending reductions are an important part of the 

adjustment process in Bahrain, Oman and Qatar, while new 

revenue measures are being taken. The GCC is planning to 

introduce a VAT in the coming years. Significantly, many countries 

have initiated substantial energy price reforms in response to lower 

oil prices. In the GCC, most countries have revised the charges 

for fuel, water, and electricity, with some announcing even further 

increases in the coming years. 

With weakening growth prospects, the need to reduce oil 

dependence for GCC countries has become even more crucial. 

The current growth model is no longer able to fuel the economy. 

Despite their diversity in size, demographics and wealth, most 

Real GDP growth
(Annual change; percent)
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GCC countries face similar challenges to diversify their economy. 

Deepening structural reforms is essential to promote diversification 

and non-oil sector growth in order to reduce the heavy reliance 

on volatile oil revenues and create jobs. Reform priorities include 

further improvements in the business environment, a reduction 

in the public-private sector wage gap, and education and skills 

becoming more aligned to the market’s needs. Oman and Saudi 

Arabia, for example, have indicated plans to privatize selected 

state assets. Non-oil growth in the GCC is now projected at 

3.25% in the next five years—well below the 7.75%  during the 

period 2006–2015. Furthermore, activity in non-government, non-oil 

sectors is itself often dependent on oil and gas as the main source 

of manufacturing value-added including refinery, chemical, and other 

mining industries and activities derived from oil. Although some 

countries have made more headway than others in diversifying their 

economies, most indicators of economic complexity, diversity, and 

export quality are lower in the GCC countries than in many emerging 

market economies. Economic transformation in the GCC economies 

will follow its own pattern. 

Source: GCC national statistical 
authorities, GPCA analysis, 2016

6.3%
5.4% 

Real GDP growth (2000-2012) : 5.1%

3.9% 

2.5% 
3.0% 

0.1% 

1.6%
2.8% 

1.0% 1.3% 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

GCC: Real GDP growth 
(Annual change; percent)

Non-oil GDP growth Oil GDP growth 

GCC GDP by economic activities in constant prices, 2015

Agriculture & fishing 

1.2% 

Crude petroleum &
natural gas  

39.0% 

Electricity & water 

2.2% 

Construction 

6.6% 

Trade, restaurants and
hotels  

9.3% 

Transport, storage & 
communication 

6.5% 

Finance, real estate &
business services  

10.7% 
Others 

12.6% 

Refining sector 

Petrochemicals and 
chemicals 

3.3% 
Other 

manufacturing  

4.3% 

Manufacturing 

12% 

4.4% 

Sources: GCC national statistical authorities 
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UAE

Non-oil economic activity dropped from 4.8% in 2014 to 3.7% in 

2015, driven by a contraction of public investment in the context of 

fiscal consolidation and lower contribution from domestic private 

demand. Negative effects on the overall growth were partially offset 

by the increase in oil production. Economic activity is expected to 

moderate further in 2016, before improving over the medium term. 

Non-hydrocarbon growth is projected to slow down to 2.4% in 2016 

due to fiscal consolidation, the stronger dollar, and tighter monetary 

and financial conditions. Over the medium-term, non-hydrocarbon 

growth is forecasted to  rise above 4%. 

The UAE  has one of the most competitive economies within the 

GCC region. However, reforms should continue at the federal 

and local levels to improve lagging areas of business environment 

such as starting a business, getting credit, enforcing contracts, 

streamlining exports procedures and resolving insolvency. 

The UAE has managed to diversify away from the hydrocarbon 

activities, with oil and gas representing only 31.5% of GDP in 

constant prices in 2015. However, the sharp decline in oil prices 

lowered hydrocarbon export revenues, and reduced the current 

account surplus from 10% of GDP in 2014 to 3.3% in 2015. 

The energy sector is the foundation of the UAE’s wealth and 

also a key source of revenue to finance continuing economic 

diversification. Oil and gas contributes 31.5% of the real GDP which 

is a considerable contribution to the overall economy. Moreover, 

the manufacturing sector is playing an increasingly vital role in 

driving UAE economic expansion and diversification, accounting for 

8.3% of GDP. The main pillars of UAE industry are petrochemicals, 

aluminum and steel, but the automotive sector, chemicals, cement, 

electrical machinery, power equipment and food processing 

continued to gain momentum in the past few years, as partnerships 

with foreign enterprises and joint ventures allowed industrial and 

manufacturing companies to benefit from the most up-to- date 

technologies. 

Between 2010 and 2015, manufacturing measured in value 

added grew by 3.4% per annum reaching US$ 26.8 billion in 2015 

measured in real terms. This represented 8.3% of the country’s real 

GDP.

The UAE chemical and petrochemical industry outperformed the 

manufacturing by registering a growth of about 8.5% per annum 

during the same period. In 2015, the chemical industry value 

added is estimated at US$ 5.7 billion, which accounts for 21.5% of 

manufacturing total in real terms. 
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UAE GDP by economic activities in constant prices, 
2015 (2007=100)

Transport, storage
& communication

9.0%   

Trade, restaurants
& hotels

14.1%  

Construction

10.5% 

Electricity & water

3.2%  

Crude petroleum &
natural gas

31.5%
Agriculture & fishing

0.6%  

Manufacturing

8.3% 

Finance, real
estate & business services,

12.2%   

Others

10.5% 
Refining sector

3.1% 

Petrochemicals
and chemicals 

1.8% 

Other
manufacturing 

3.4% 

UAE: Real GDP growth 
(Annual change; percent)

5.0% 4.8%  

3.7%  

2.4%  
2.9%  2.9%  

4.0%  

5.6%  
Real GDP growth (2000-2012) : 5%

2.1%  2.0% 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Non-oil GDP growth Oil GDP growth 

Source: National authorities; and IMF staff estimates and projections  

Source: GCC national statistical authorities, GPCA analysis, 2016
Note: GDP at constant prices, 2007=100
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Saudi Arabia

Despite the emphasis given to diversification in successive 

development plans, the economy of  Saudi Arabia continues to rely 

heavily on oil production, which in 2015, accounted for nearly 40% 

of real GDP. In the period 2010-2015, assisted by high oil prices,  

which lead to an increase of US$ 24,000 GDP per capita. 

The decline in oil prices is affecting the Saudi economy. Real GDP 

growth is projected at 1.2% in 2016, down from 3.4% in 2015. 

Lower oil revenues have resulted in fiscal deficit to increase from 

3.4% in 2014 to 16% in 2015. 

Oil accounts for more than 80% of government revenues and with 

currently low oil prices, fiscal deficits are expected to surpass an 

estimated US$ 118 billion in 2016 (about 16% of GDP) and 

US$ 97 billion in 2017. The government has taken austerity 

measures in the 2016 budget including a 14% cut in spending 

mostly on fuel subsidies and an increase in oil revenues by 

producing more oil. The largest increase in fuel prices are 133% for 

ethane, 79% for transport diesel, and 67% each for natural gas and 

low-grade gasoline.

For  several years now, government policy, as set out in successive 

development plans, has focused on diversification and job creation. 

Under the tenth development plan (2015-2019), the government  

is seeking to diversify the economy geographically into new 

sectors, and vertically through processing and manufacturing in 

sectors linked to oil and gas. Several steps have been taken to 

improve the investment climate as mining, petrochemicals, gas, 

and communications, were removed from the list of sectors where 

foreign investment was not allowed. Meanwhile, manufacturing 

represented 11.7% of the real GDP in 2015, up from 9.1% share in 

2005. 

The sector grew strongly  throughout the 2010-2015 period, 

averaging at 6.3% per annum, driven by growth outside petroleum 

refining. Petrochemicals sector grew by 2.6% per annum during the 

same period, and other manufacturing sectors by 8.8%.

Vision 2030 sets out the goal of an appropriately bold and far-

reaching transformation of the Saudi Arabian economy to diversify 

growth, reduce the dependence on oil, increase the role of the 

private sector and create more jobs for nationals. 
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Saudi Arabia GDP by economic activities in constant prices, 
2015 (2010=100)

Source: National authorities; and IMF staff estimates and projections
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constant prices 2010=100 (% GDP, 2015)
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Other
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Manufacturing
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Finance, real
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Crude petroleum &
natural gas  

39.8% 

Source: GCC national statistical authorities, GPCA analysis, 2016
Note: GDP at constant prices, 2010=100
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Oman

Despite the robust policy actions taken so far, the sustained 

decline in oil prices has adversely affected Oman’s economy. Non-

hydrocarbon real GDP growth is estimated to have moderated to 

4.1% in 2015, and is projected to slow further in 2016. However, it is 

expected to pick-up over the medium-term as fiscal consolidation 

provides space to maintain government priority spending g and oil 

prices recover modestly). In addition, continuing to build on current 

efforts to enhance the business climate could further improve future 

growth prospects.  

With production of less than 1 million b/d of oil,  Oman has less 

oil and gas reserves compared to its GCC neighbors  excluding 

Bahrain. Since the sharp drop in oil prices in the second half of 

2014, the government has taken bold steps to increase revenues 

from non-oil sources. Oman has recently approved a 35% 

corporate tax on petrochemical firms and increased taxation on 

liquefied natural gas companies. The change will see increase 

intaxes fon LNG firms from15 to 55%. Reforms in 2015 include  

doubling  the price of gas for industrial users. Other measures to 

boost non-hydrocarbon revenue include: firstly, revising electricity 

and water tariffs for commercial and industrial users secondly, 

increasing fees for government services including licenses and 

labor cards, vehicle registration, real-estate transactions and land 

allocation.

Among the industrial activities, the manufacturing sector grew 

by 5.8% per annum between 2005 and 2015. Despite this long 

term growth, in 2015 alone, manufacturing growth in real terms 

was moderate at 3.1% compared with 2014. Refining sector has 

increased by 5.2% year  by year, while petrochemicals by 3.7%. 

In the current macroeconomic situation, the main challenges  

Oman faces  are diversification of the economy  and an increase 

in employment rates. With the decline in oil prices, there will be a 

contraction in the petroleum sector’s nominal GDP contribution. 

The government has undertaken large public investment programs, 

particularly in infrastructure and social sector reforms during the 

eighth five-year Development Plan (2011-2015). Additionally, there 

have been intensified efforts related to developing the financial 

sector, financing the private sector, investment climate, and 

promoting Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). 
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Oman GDP by economic activities in constant prices, 2015 (2010=100)

Source: GCC national statistical authorities, GPCA analysis, 2016
Note: GDP at constant prices, 2010=100
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Bahrain

Bahrain has made significant strides toward diversifying its 

economy in recent decades. Whereas, the oil and gas sector 

accounted for 44% of Bahrain’s real GDP in 2000, this proportion 

had more than halved to 20.6% as of 2015. The largest sectors of 

the non-oil economy are financial services (16%), manufacturing 

(15%), and government services (approximately 13%). The 

manufacturing sector is the third largest contributor to Bahrain›s 

economy after hydrocarbons and financial services. As part of its 

diversification process, Bahrain has focused on high-value-added 

and energy-intensive industries such as, aluminum, petrochemicals, 

metal products, and steel. These industries are primarily managed 

by large state-owned companies, most notably Aluminium Bahrain 

(ALBA) and Gulf Petrochemicals Industries Company (GPIC). 

Manufacturing value added in constant prices is US$ 4.5 billion 

in 2015, which is 3% higher than in the previous year. Out of this, 

petrochemicals industry represents about 14.4%. 

Since 2008, Bahrain has been implementing a development 

strategy, which they called, Economic Vision 2030.This is aimed to 

reduce  its high dependence on oil and gas. The ultimate objective 

of Bahrain›s long-term strategy is to ensure that every Bahraini 

household has at least twice as much disposable income, in real 

terms, by 2030. 

In response to lower oil revenues and the subsequent growth 

slowdown, Bahrain began taking significant fiscal consolidation 

measures in 2015 and is now seeking a higher cap on the public 

debt ceiling. A cost-cutting program entailed the raising petrol 

prices by 60% in January 2016 (which is likely to create savings 

worth US$148.4 million); the gradual phasing-in of price increases 

for electricity, water, diesel and kerosene by 2019; and an increase 

and unification of natural gas prices for industrial users at US$ 2.5 

per million BTUs beginning April 2015.
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Bahrain GDP by economic activities in constant 
prices, 2015 (2010=100)

Source: GCC national statistical authorities, GPCA analysis, 2016
Note: GDP at constant prices, 2010=100

Source: National authorities; and IMF staff estimates and projections
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Qatar

Falling energy prices weighed on Qatar’s economic performance in 

2015, with lower demand across key export markets and  increased 

competition  caused a sharp drop in government revenues. 

Qatar’s economy has expanded by 4.7% in 2015, despite a 0.5% 

contraction in the oil and gas sector. However, nominal gross 

domestic product (GDP) is expected to contract sharply in 2015, 

reflecting the drop in global hydrocarbon prices.

The energy sector, in particular natural gas, remains the backbone 

of Qatari industrial output and trade. Qatar’s hydrocarbon basket 

dropped by almost 50% in 2015, and is expected to fall by a further 

25% in 2016. This decrease will register directly in lower income 

from upstream production and ireduce resources flowing to the 

state.

To finance budget shortfalls, Doha officials have recently 

implemented measures such as hiking utility rates, doubling fines 

for wasting water, and increasing the cost of Qatar’s postal services 

for the first time in eight years. On January 14, 2016, Qatar’s state-

owned fuel company, Woqod, announced a 30% hike in gas prices, 

causing a liter of unleaded gas to reach US$ 0.36. The subsidy cut 

went into effect only hours after the announcement. The last time 

Qatar raised gas prices was in 2011. Woqod’s price rose in January 

and that came on the heels of Bahrain, Oman and Saudi Arabia 

cutting gas subsidies. 
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Qatar GDP by economic activities in constant prices, 
2015 (2013=100)

Source: GCC national statistical authorities, GPCA analysis, 2016
Note: GDP at constant prices, 2013=100

Source: National authorities; and IMF staff estimates and projections
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Kuwait

Preliminary figures show overall GDP growth increasing in 2015 

from no growth 2014, boosted by record high investment. While 

the figures show non-oil GDP growth slowing to 3.0% in 2015. 

Domestic demand growth improved in 2015, with stronger 

investment growth making up for some weakness in government 

and private consumption. The non-oil GDP growth remained robust 

at 3.0% in 2015 and it is expected to improve further to 3-3.5% 

in 2016 and 2017. The pace of growth has been improving as 

the implementation of the government’s capital projects picks up  

since being launched. Preliminary figures indicate that aggregate 

investment received a strong boost in 2015.

The oil and gas sector has underpinned Kuwait›s economic 

development. Growth in the oil sector, which accounts for the 

majority of GDP, was affected by the drop in oil prices. The 

government responded by proposing comprehensive economic 

reforms, including fiscal as well as structural reforms. The 

government moved ahead with spending cuts targeting non-

essential areas in 2015-2016; it has introduced measures to reduce 

the subsidy bill. Initiatives to increase non-oil government revenues 

are also pending, including a value-added tax (VAT) and a corporate 

earnings tax, both of which require legislation.

Kuwait: Real GDP growth 
(Annual change; percent)
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3.2% 3.0% 3.0% 
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Real GDP growth (2000-2012) :5.5%

Source: National authorities; and IMF staff estimates and projections
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Kuwait GDP by economic activities in constant 
prices, 2015 (2010=100)

 Average    Projections

 2000–12 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

 Non-Oil GDP

GCC 7.1 6.3 5.4 3.9 2.5 3.0

Bahrain 7.9 3.1 4.9 3.9 2.7 2.5

Kuwait 6.8 4.2 3.2 3.0 3.0 3.5

Oman 7.4 6.5 6.5 4.0 2.5 3.5

Qatar 13.2 10.6 10.6 8.0 6.6 5.9

Saudi Arabia 6.5 6.4 4.8 3.6 1.6 2.4

United Arab Emirates 6.5 5.0 4.8 3.7 2.4 2.9

Oil GDP

GCC 3.3 0.1 1.6 2.8 1.0 1.3

Oil and Non-Oil Real GDP Growth
(Annual change; %)

Sources: National authorities; and IMF staff estimates and projections.

Kuwait: Contribution to GDP by main activities at 
constant prices 2010=100 (% GDP, 2015)
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Chemical contribution to manufacturing

The chemical sector is a key to the development of economic 

and manufacturing activities in the GCC region. It contributed to 

the success of most of industrial sectors with direct impact on 

customers and downstream end users. 

One way to evaluate the “direct” contribution of chemicals to the 

manufacturing is to use “added value” as a metric. Added value 

is a productivity metric that measures a sector›s contribution to 

the economy – providing a measure for the amount of goods and 

services that have been produced minus the cost of all inputs and 

raw materials that are directly attributable to that production.

As shown in the chart below, in 2015, the GCC chemical industry 

contributed 27% to manufacturing value added which is the second 

highest among all other sectors, after refining which contributed 

36%. While this is the trend within the overall GCC,  individual 

countries have a various image. For example, in Qatar and Oman, 

chemicals sector is the dominant sector. In Qatar, chemicals 

contribution to the manufacturing is highest accounting for 73% 

in 2015, followed by refining with 13% contribution. Similarly, in 

Oman the chemical sector contributed to almost half of the industry 

with a percentage of 48%, followed by the refining sector.  On 

the contrary, the refining sector contribution  in Kuwait and Saudi 

Arabia is the largest with 66% and 28% respectively.

The highest contribution of the chemical sector to the 

manufacturing sector was found in Oman and Qatar. This 

implies heavy reliance on the energy intensive industries in both 

countries. In contrast, the lower share of the chemical sector in the 

manufacturing value added in the UAE and Bahrain is indicative of 

higher diversification within the two States. 

Note: GDP at constant prices
Source: GCC National Statistical Authorities, IMF, World Bank, GPCA Analysis, 2016

14% 

14% 

21% 

23% 

27% 

48% 

73% 

86% 

86% 

79% 

77% 

73% 

52% 

27% 

Kuwait 

Bahrain 

UAE 

Saudi Arabia 

GCC 

Oman 

Qatar 

Chemicals Other manufacturing 

Contribution of chemical industry to manufacturing 
added value by country, 2015



23The GCC Petrochemical and Chemical Industry Facts and Figures 2015

Contribution to GCC manufacturing added 
value (2015 versus 2014)

The chart below illustrates that added value in the GCC 

manufacturing went down by nearly 4% in 2015 when compared 

to 2014. This result is significant compared to the general trend of 

the GCC manufacturing sector during previous years. Over the last 

few decades, the GCC manufacturing was rapidly expanding at a 

double digit growth rate contributing to job creation and income 

generation. Between 2005 and 2015, the manufacturing value 

added in current prices grew by 10.3% per annum. The value 

added of the GCC manufacturing sector has almost tripled since 

2005 and is largely driven by the resource intensive industries like 

refining, petrochemicals and metals.  

The GCC chemical sector seems to be more affected by the 

economic turmoil during 2015 than manufacturing as a whole. 

This is evident  due to the decline of 10% in the GCC chemicals 

added value compared to 4% in the manufacturing sector. This 

affected the share of chemicals to manufacturing in 2015; the 

chemicals sector has lost nearly 2% point of its share vis-à-vis the 

manufacturing one. 

As shown in the chart above, the results differ from one country 

to another. Overall, chemicals and manufacturing added value 

experienced a similar decline of about 2.8%. With 42%, Saudi 

Arabia is the largest contributor to GCC chemicals added value 

in 2015. The share of chemicals in manufacturing added value 

remained the same in Saudi Arabia when compared to 2014. 

Qatar and Bahrain demonstrated the same trend as Saudi Arabia, 

with chemicals and manufacturing added value growing (positively 

or negatively) at the same rate and no major changes affecting 

their share in manufacturing added value. The situation in Oman 

and Kuwait is similar to the whole of the GCC with added value 

in chemicals declined more rapidly than in manufacturing. Both 

countries have lost their positions in 2015 compared to one year 

ago. Contrary to the regional trend, the UAE illustrated a  relatively 

good performance in 2015 with the chemicals added value growing 

by 10% in 2015 compared to 2014, while manufacturing added 

value went up by nearly 7%. UAE accounts  for 18% of GCC 

chemicals added value in 2015.

On a global level, the chemical sector’s contribution to 

manufacturing in the GCC is still very high compared to most 

industrial countries. Chemicals contribution amounted to 27% in the 

GCC, while in the EU28 area, this comparable figure reached the 

value of 6% only. 

Source: GCC National Statistical Authorities, IMF, World Bank, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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4. Employment

“The GCC chemical industry is of strategic importance to the 

sustainable development of national economies” 

Population in the GCC is young and fast growing and 

predominantly urbanized. The relatively high fertility rates indicate 

that their population will continue to  expand in the near future. 

This demographic effect is one of the key drivers stimulating jobs 

and growth moving forward. The GCC chemical industry will face 

an increasing need to attract new talent, and will benefit from the 

positive development and growing workforce in the labor market. 

However, the oil sector is still perceived as a less sustainable source 

of jobs to absorb the growing labor force. In many GCC countries, 

the public sector is a major source of employment that is also at 

risk due to exhaustibility of oil resource which supports public 

employment. 

Competitive private sector provides a more sustainable source of 

growth. In most economies of the world, services in the private 

sector lead to job creation, followed by the manufacturing sector.  

Latest data indicates that the share of GCC manufacturing 

employment ranges from 7% in Kuwait and 9% in Saudi Arabia to 

8% in Qatar, and 12% in Oman. 

The GCC chemical industry is of strategic importance to the 

sustainable development of national economies. The industry 

is a major employer with  nearly 143,000 people employed, 

and by nature is a “high tech” industry with a constant need for 

innovation. The GCC chemical industry is a key component of the 

national economy and industry. While accounting for 9% of total 

manufacturing employment, the chemical industry contributed 

almost one third of manufacturing value added.

In 2015, employment in the GCC chemicals industry rose by 4% 

compared to 2014, mostly driven by Saud Arabia. Close to 6,300 

jobs were added in the Kingdom's chemicals industry in 2015 

compared to one year ago. In several other countries, however, 

chemicals jobs have declined during the same period, while 

production capacity remained the same. In Kuwait and Qatar 

employment decreased by 4% and 6% respectively in 2015, 

compared to the previous year. 

Over the past years, employment in the GCC chemicals industry 

grew by 6.1% per annum between 2005 and 2015, slightly lower 

than estimated manufacturing growth of 6.8% per annum. Saudi 

Arabia was an important source of employment growth in the last 

decade, adding 87% of all jobs created by the region’s chemicals 

industry between 2005 and 2015. Currently, Saudi Arabia 

represents two-thirds of the total employment, accounting for 65% 

of production capacity. 

Share of manufacturing sector in total 
employment

Country Latest

Bahrain 5%

Kuwait 7%

Qatar 8%

UAE 8%

Saudi Arabia 9%

Oman 12%

GCC 9% 

Source: National statistical authorities, UNIDO, GPCA, 2016
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Note: Includes employment in chemicals sector classified under no.24, 
ISIC Rev.3, 2015 growth is based on employment growth within GPCA 
member companies
Source: National statistical authorities, UNIDO, GPCA, 2016

Note: Includes employment in chemicals sector classified under no.24, ISIC Rev.3, 
Source: National statistical authorities, UNIDO, GPCA, 2015

On the regional level, GCC employment in the chemicals industry 

represents between 8% and 9% of total manufacturing jobs and is 

4th top employer. Some of the high growth countries in the region, 

started  small, and  transformed to become a major player in 

manufacturing. In Saudi Arabia and Qatar, chemicals employment 

represents 10% of the manufacturing one, followed by the UAE with 

7% share. 

Looking forward, we expect enterprises in the region to increase 

investment in research and development which will have a 

direct impact on jobs throughout the region. Manufacturers will 

increasingly seek higher skilled talent and R&D competencies. 

Research and development (R&D) in the GCC chemical industry is 

a key element in securing the development of national economies. It 

will also increase the strong contribution of the chemicals sector to 

solving business and societal challenges. 
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Nationalization

“Bringing national employees to the private sector is an urgent 

issue in the GCC countries” 

Over the past decades, the GCC countries have used quota 

systems to employ national citizens in private sector companies. 

Currently, the private sector accounts for only one third of nationals’ 

employment. Most of the development in the GCC is driven by 

Saudi Arabia, which is a dominant country in the region in terms 

of population size and economy. Employment of nationals in the 

private sector in Saudi Arabia is 22%, as reported by IMF. Bahrainis 

and Omanis have a relatively high propensity to work in the private 

sector (16% and 12% respectively), while Kuwaitis and Qataris have 

a relatively low rate (5% and 1% respectively). 

Following the survey of GPCA member companies, the share of 

nationals working in major petrochemicals producers in the region 

was 66% in 2015. Notably, workforce nationalization in Oman and 

Bahrain in 2015 is the highest at 85% and 77% respectively. While 

UAE has one of the lowest percentages of national employees, it 

has made the biggest gain year on year. In 2014, UAE reported only 

21% and increased its employment of nationals to 31% in 2015. 

While reporting on industry nationalization, it is important to put it 

in the context of overall manufacturing as different countries have 

unique factors that create challenges in the area of nationalization 

and integration of nationals into the private sector. 

Saudi Arabia is the largest country of the GCC and the biggest 

employer in the region. About 85% of national citizens employed in 

the GCC in petrochemicals sector are in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, 

Saudization in GPCA member companies stands high at 74% as 

measured in 2015. 

Note: GPCA member companies only
Source: GPCA Questionnaire, 2016
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Workforce nationalization in Saudi Arabia 

In Saudi Arabia, companies have developed training programs 

designed to help prepare, train, and promote their employees 

to be more competent in their current positions and to facilitate 

their promotion to higher-level positions. Compared with the level 

of nationalization in the manufacturing sector of Saudi Arabia 

(23% for 2014), GPCA member companies are far ahead of their 

counterparts in the are of manufacturing.

Workforce nationalization in Qatar

Qatar is one of the richest countries in the world in terms of 

GDP per capita. Qatar has invested heavily in education, health, 

construction, and infrastructure projects, resulting in high long-term 

macroeconomic growth and political stability. It is characteristic that 

about 95% of Qataris are employed in the public sector, and only 

5% employed in the private sector. Qataris currently represent less 

than 10% of the workforce, which poses significant challenges. 

As a result, the Qatarization rate in manufacturing and 

petrochemicals industry is low. Within manufacturing, only 3% 

of the total workforce is made up of Qatari citizens. Within the 

petrochemicals sector, as reported by GPCA member companies, 

Note: Chemicals represented by GPCA member companies only
Source: Statistical authorities, GPCA Questionnaire, 2016

GCC workforce nationalization by country, 2015

Qatarization rate reached 19%, which is 6 times higher than 

in manufacturing overall. Moreover, nearly 70% of all Qataris 

employed in the manufacturing sector are in fact employed in the 

petrochemicals companies. With particular low levels of Qataris in 

general workforce and subsequently the manufacturing sector, the 

petrochemical industry has achieved excellent progress. 

Workforce nationalization in UAE

UAE nationals make up less than 20% of the total population and 

country’s economy and business environment relies heavily on 

expatriates. Most UAE nationals are attracted to, and employed 

in the public sector. In Abu Dhabi, Emaratis account for 8% of 

total employed population with the rest being expatriate workers. 

Manufacturing sector employs 9.7% of the total workforce and 3% 

of total number employed Emiratis. It is estimated that Emaratization 

of the manufacturing sector is about 2.6%, while GPCA member 

companies have reported 31% Emaratization rate. This is almost 

ten times better than in the overall manufacturing. Moreover, based 

on our estimate, close to 40% of all national citizens employed 

in the manufacturing sector of Abu Dhabi work in the chemicals 

sector, demonstrating the attractiveness of the industry for Emarati 

employees. 
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Workforce nationalization in Kuwait

Currently in Kuwait, national citizens comprise 17% of the total labor 

force. Similar to other GCC states, most Kuwaiti citizens seek and 

find employment in the public sector, where as private businesses 

hire mostly imported labor. According to national statistics, about 

56,800 Kuwaitis work in private sector (21% of total Kuwaiti 

employees), while 267,000 in public sector (82% of total Kuwaiti 

employees). One of the main reasons for the attractiveness of the 

public sector remains the high wages. The Kuwait government 

has one of the most extensive private sector employment support 

programs in the region. In order to close the gap between private 

and public sector wages, the Kuwaiti government provides 

substantial financial incentives to nationals working in the private 

sector. With 6% of Kuwaitis working in manufacturing sector 

Kuwaitization in GPCA member companies reached 62% in 2015. 

This is even higher than the Kuwaitization minimum required in 

banks which stands at 60% and much higher than quota of 2% for 

manufacturing industry. 

Workforce nationalization in Oman

National development of the Sultanate of Oman and its labor 

experience is similar to other GCC countries, although the impact of 

foreign labor on Oman has been significantly less by comparison. 

Oman has set quotas of Omani workers that should be reached 

in each industry. In Industrial sector it is 35%. Nevertheless, 

Omanization in the private sector is still about 12%. GPCA member 

companies in Oman have reported the Omanization rate of 85% in 

2015, which is highest among all other GCC countries. 

Workforce nationalization in Bahrain

By comparison, Bahrain has a smaller foreign population than 

neighbouring GCC countries. Bahrainis constitute 48% of the 

population, while non-Bahrainis account for the remaining 52%, 

with expatriates making up 84% of the total. The public sector 

became the prime employer for Bahraini nationals where the jobs 

were not demanding and were well-paid compared to the private 

sector. Based on the latest data, about 16% of workforce in the 

private sector is represented by Bahrainis. The localization target 

for chemicals and fertilizers sectors is set at 25%. Latest available 

data for employment in manufacturing sector states that about 21% 

of all employees in the manufacturing industry are Bahrainis, with 

one GPCA member in Bahrain reporting nationalization rate of 77% 

which is the highest among all other GCC states and triple that in 

the country’s manufacturing industry. 

Indirect jobs creation 

The formal chemicals industry not only creates direct jobs but 

also generates employment indirectly by stimulating demand for 

goods and services. Chemical manufacturers spend millions on 

equipment, maintenance, food and other services and increasingly 

use local contractors and suppliers. This creates employment 

opportunities indirectly in manufacturing, transportation, services 

industry. One job in the core chemicals industry creates about three 

additional (indirect) jobs within the economy. 

Source: GPCA 
estimates, 2016

Total chemicals related employment in 2015 
(thousands of people)  

143.1 

429.4 572.5 

Direct employment Indirect employment Total chemicals related 
employment 
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International comparisons of GCC chemicals employment

The global chemical, pharmaceutical and rubber and tire industries 

employ about 20 million people. Employment in the global 

production of chemicals (excluding pharmaceuticals) is estimated 

at more than 11.2 million people, growing by 2.6% per annum over 

the past decade. Jobs creation does not happen on its own. They 

arise from efforts of enterprises and governments. Traditionally, 

manufacturing offers greater opportunities than other sectors to 

exploit economies of scale, acquire new technologies and generate 

fast-growing activities. Chemicals is classified as high-tech 

manufacturing industry and generates opportunities for innovation 

and new knowledge and skill development and therefore capacity 

to invent new industries and produce employment opportunities.

Historically, chemicals manufacturing is dominated in Europe and 

United States. This trend has reversed somewhat and over the 

past decade the employment in these power houses have been 

Note: Chemicals excluding pharmaceuticals, GCC data included from GPCA data
Source: Cefic Chemdata International, 2016

on decline. Today, Asia represents 73% share of world chemicals 

employment, with China accounting for more than half of that. 

Between 2005 and 2015, China chemicals employment grew by 

5.1% per annum, compared with 2.6% globally. 

Over the past decade, the GCC tops the list of with employment 

growth rate of 6.1% per annum, followed by Asia with 4.4% growth. 

The top five countries by share of global formal chemical industry 

jobs accounted for around 75% of the total in 2015. China is 

the largest employer with 57% share, followed by India (6%), 

United States (7%), Russia and Germany (3% each). China has 

increased its share largely, from 21% in 1996 to 57% in 2015, which 

corresponded to about 4.2 million of formal jobs within a 20-year-

period.  
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Productivity in chemical industry Productivity in manufacturing industry
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Labor productivity 

The chemical sector is one of the GCC leading industries in 

terms of high labor productivity

The continuous investment made by the GCC chemical industry in 

upskilling its workforce has turned it into one of the leading sectors 

in terms of labor productivity. “Labor productivity” is a metric widely 

used to evaluate the “direct” contribution of labor and is defined as 

“a ratio of a volume measure of output to a measure of input”. The 

output here is referred to as the value added while the input is the 

number of people employed.

As shown in the chart, the left side illustrates a time series 

analysis of labor productivity over the past ten years (2005-2015), 

employment in the GCC chemical sector was 80% higher in 2015 

than in 2005. This is in line with the positive development of labor 

in the GCC manufacturing sector (see chart below), labor force in 

2015 was 94% higher compared to the one of 2005. Likewise, value 

added in the GCC chemical sector grew exponentially and in 2015 

was over 8 times higher than its level in 2005. The comparable 

figure for the GCC manufacturing sector was very low, value added 

in total manufacturing was 2.3 times higher than in 2005. 

The chart illustrate well that labor productivity followed an 

impressive trend over the past years. This ratio was 4.6 times higher 

in 2015 than it was in 2005. Several additional factors contributed 

to these encouraging developments including: innovation, 

technological advancements, and the managerial organization 

of work activities. Unfortunately, it is hard to dis-associate the 

contribution of each factor to the overall performance of the 

chemical company. 

Trend on labor productivity: Chemicals versus manufacturing

Source: GCC National Statistical Authorities, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Labor performance in GCC Chemicals Sector (2005-2015)
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In regards to labor performance, productivity in the GCC 

manufacturing sector increased by only 20% in 2015 compared 

to ten years ago. The chart above illustrates  the overall labor 

performance of the GCC chemical industry. Employment grew 

at a rate of 6.1% per annum from 79.4 thousand in 2005 to 

143.1 thousand in 2015 (80% higher). Over the same time span, 

employment in the GCC manufacturing sector grew at 6.8% per 

annum from 874 thousand people in 2005 to nearly 1.7 million 

people in 2015 (90% higher). 

Between 2005 and 2015, the share of chemical employment to total 

manufacturing went down from 9.1% in 2005 to 8.5% in 2015. The 

chemical business has lost 0.6% point in terms of its contribution to 

total GCC manufacturing employment.

Over the last decades, the GCC chemicals added value was rapidly 

expanding at double digit growth rate (nearly 24% per annum) whilst 

that of the GCC manufacturing grew at 8.8% only. The contribution 

of added value of chemicals demonstrated an impressive increase 

from 7.7% in 2005 to about 28% in 2015. 

Source: GCC National Statistical 
Authorities, GPCA Analysis, 2016

Similarly, labor productivity in the GCC chemical sector grew 

at 16.7% per annum between 2005 and 2015 making it at least 

three times higher than the GCC manufacturing average. This 

is outstanding compared to the 2% annual growth rate of the 

manufacturing industries. 

It is pertinent to report the price effect when calculating labor 

productivity. The perfect case is to use added value at constant 

prices to eliminate the fluctuation of prices. Unfortunately, data on 

constant prices added value are not complete.

From a manufacturing perspective, the chemical sector is one of 

the GCC's leading industries in terms of high labor productivity. 

The refinery sector in the GCC has higher labor productivity than 

chemicals; however, it has lower contribution of added value and 

employment to total manufacturing.
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EU chemicals labor producvity (added 
value/employee) 

US chemicals labor producvity (added 
value/employee)  
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Trend on labor productivity: EU and the USA

Source: Cefic Chemdata International and GPCA Analysis, 2016

Source: Cefic Chemdata 
International and GPCA 
Analysis, 2016

The chart above illustrates an analysis of labor productivity over the 

past ten years (2005-2015) for the European Union and the USA. 

Employment in the EU chemical sector was nearly 10% lower in 

2015 than in 2005. A similar employment development occurred in 

the US chemical sector during the same period.

Data shows that added value in the EU chemical sector was 2% 

lower in 2015 than in 2005. Over the same span, the US chemical 

sector showed a more positive development; added value in 

the country was 12% higher in 2015 than ten years ago. Labor 

productivity was 9% higher in the EU chemical sector in 2015 than 

in 2005. The US chemical sector performed slightly better than that 

of the EU; productivity was 24% higher in 2015 in comparison to ten 

years ago. 

In terms of labor productivity, the GCC chemical sector registered 

a very high performance compared to the EU and the USA; 

productivity improved by at least 4 times in the GCC whilst 

increasing by 9% in the EU and by 24% in the USA.  

Chemicals labor producvity by region (added value/employee)
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Global R&D spending in the chemical 
industry reached US$ 44.1 billion in 2015, 
10% down compared to 2014

R&D growth in a country is driven by several factors, including 

overall economic growth. Despite the economic slowdown during 

the previous years, China was able to sustain its R&D investments. 

This is due to a well-documented R&D investment program in 

place in China, which is expected to continue to support China’s 

dominance in the R&D space. In the US the opposite was taking 

place. During 2015-2016, R&D spending was in decline due 

to restrictions of federal government spending, and declining 

government support of academia. 

Note: Chemicals sector excluding pharmaceuticals
Source: Cefic Chemdata International 2016 

5. Research and development 
investment 

Latest data show that China continues to dominate the world 

ranking in terms of R&D spending in the chemicals sector. In 

2015, China accounted for nearly one third of total chemicals R&D 

spending, surpassing both USA (21%) and Europe (23%). China 

represented only 7% of the global R&D spending in chemicals 

industry a decade ago. China experienced an impressive change 

in R&D spending, as companies take advantage of proximity to 

manufacturers and end-user markets. Today, China is the world’s 

largest investor in R&D in the chemicals sector.

Other countries in Asia, such as, Korea and Japan are also major 

R&D spenders with market share of 4% and 14% respectively. 

Together with China, these countries represent nearly half of all 

R&D investment in the chemicals industry in 2015. The total US$ 

value of their investment is US$ 20.6 billion. 
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Note: Chemicals sector excluding pharmaceuticals
Source: Cefic Chemdata International 2016

During the period from 2005 to 2015, the European Union gradually 

lost its top spot in world chemicals R&D spending. The EU’s 

contribution to world chemicals R&D dropped by 8.1 % from 31.1 

% in 2005 to 23.0 % in 2015. The USA’s contribution to world 

chemicals R&D spending also decreased from 26.7 % in 2005 to 

21.6 % in 2015. North America (US) and Europe continue to lose 

global R&D share values on yearly basis. Over the past decade their 

R&D expenditure grew by 1% per annum in Europe and 2% per 

annum in the US. 

GCC petrochemical producers invested US$ 729 million in R&D in 

2015, the majority of which was developed by companies in Saudi 

Arabia. Saudi Arabia is one of the only nations with natural resource 

that affect its economy including research and development. 

Research and development continue to remain limited to large 

industrial companies and private firms spending is estimated to be 

very low by international standards. 

Chemicals 

R&D spending

2014 R&D, 

$US Mn

Share %, 

(2014)

2015 R&D, 

$US Mn

Share %, 

(2015)

Delta (2015 vs 

2014)

Delta (2015 vs 

2014), %

China 13312 27% 12844 29% -467 -4%

European 

Union

12060 25% 10132 23% -1928 -16%

USA 9691 20% 9511 22% -181 -2%

Japan 7120 15% 6095 14% -1026 -14%

 Korea 2253 5% 1663 4% -590 -26%

GCC 529 1% 729 2% 200 38%

Rest of the 

world

3784 8% 3144 7% -640 -17%

World 48750 100% 44118 100% -4632 -10%
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Source: Strategy& 2015 Global Innovation 1000 analysis, Bloomberg data, Capital IQ data
© 2015 PwC. All rights reserved.
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6. Industry sales revenue

GCC chemical sales revenue reached 
US$ 79.7 billion in 2015, declining by 9% from 
the previous year

2015 was a challenging year for the GCC chemical industry. 

Producers reported US$ 79.6 billion in sales revenue. In previous 

years, the chemical segment represented the majority of GCC sales 

and accounted for 49% or US$ 38.5 billion. Sales revenue in this 

segment remained on similar levels with only a 2.4% decline from 

2014. 

In contrast, commodity basic petrochemicals and intermediates 

saw a decline in total sales of 32 and 38% year on year respectively. 

The chemical segment tends to perform better as it is related to 

the underlying growth of the end markets and they grow at much 

higher rate than the commodity chemicals segment. In addition, 

chemicals have a wider range of products which is served to many 

different end-customers, while commodity chemicals prices are 

more synchronized with the oil price dynamics and macroeconomic 

growth. Going forward, the growth opportunities for the chemical 

segment is better than that of the commodities segment. 

Polymers are one of the largest product segments and therefore 

represent a lion share of sales revenues. In 2015, the GCC polymers 

segment achieved US$28.7 billion in sales which accounted for 

36% of the total. Like other industry segments, polymers sales saw 

a decline of 13% in 2015 compared to the previous year. Crude oil 

prices remain a global price setter for most polymer grades. Long 

the term trend indicates the similarity in growth of GCC production 

and sales. Between 2010 and 2015, polymers sales grew by 7% 

per annum and production output grew by 5%. 

Fertilizer sales generated 8% of the region’s total sales revenue 

in 2015. This corresponds to US$ 6.3 billion, which is 12% lower 

than in 2014. Like other commodity sectors, the fertilizer industry 

is cyclical. Fertilizer prices plunged 13% in 2015 due to a weak 

import demand, high stocks and ample supply. Over the past five 

years, fertilizer prices declined by an average 6.6%, led by urea 

prices which were falling by 8.6% during the same period. On the 

contrary to this trend, the sales performance of the GCC fertilizer 

manufacturing industry had risen by an average of 9.6% per annum 

during 2010-2015. Production capacity grew at a similar level of 

10.3% per annum during the same period.

The decline in chemical sales revenues in 2015 is largely due to 

a lower price of oil and petrochemical products. Over the course 

of 2015, the average Brent price fell by 47.3% while the WTI 

marker crude price fell by 47.6%. The annual average of the ICIS 

Petrochemical Index (IPEX), a capacity-weighted basket of prices 

for 12 petrochemicals and polymers fell by 28%. While a fall in 

crude prices led to lower prices of petrochemical product in all 

regions; a few chemical producers benefited, especially those 

cracking naphtha and heavier liquids from refinery. 

For many commodity petrochemicals, the production costs are the 

main driver of market prices. Changes in oil prices affect production 

of commodity chemicals, which subsequently impacts specialty 

chemical producers downstream. However, companies in the 

beginning and the middle of the value chain have been exposed to 

the highest impact from falling oil prices. 
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Source: ICIS, 2016
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Saudi Arabia is the largest producer and the single driving 

force of the region's overall industrial success

GCC chemical sales have declined by 9% in 2015 dropping to 

US$ 79.7 billion. Furthermore, lower sales were reported in most 

Qatar, the second largest chemical producer, saw a sales decline 

of 15% in 2015 year on year. With production capacity staying the 

same, GPCA members have reported sales of US$ 6.7 billion. This 

represented 8.5% in region’s total revenue this year, against the 

country’s share of 13% in total production capacity. Chemicals 

countries. Saudi Arabia reported a sales decline of 7.4% year on 

year to US$ 63.2 billion in 2015. The health of the industry in Saudi 

Arabia determines the region’s overall indicators. In 2015, decline 

in sales revenues in Saudi Arabia has driven the majority of the 

region's overall decline.

sales in Qatar are driven by the fertilizer industry which accounts for 

the majority of demand. Global fertilizer prices plunged 13% in 2015 

due to weak import demand, high stocks, and ample supply. Urea 

prices led to the decline, dropping to 23% in 2015 due to weak 

demand and increasing capacity

Saudi Arabia: Petrochemicals industry sales revenue and share in GCC sales (2010-2015)

Qatar: Petrochemicals industry sales revenue and share in GCC sales (2010-2015)

Source: Gulf 
Petrochemicals 
and Chemicals 
Association, 
2015

Source: Gulf 
Petrochemicals 
and Chemicals 
Association, 
2015
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UAE is the only country in the GCC  that posted positive sales 

growth in the year 2015. This is due to the significant increase in 

production this year. Production capacity has increased from 11.9 

The most significant decrease in sales revenue in 2015 took place 

in Oman. Companies in the Sultanate reported a 37% decline 

compared to 2014. Sale figures in Oman are driven by fertilizers 

UAE: Petrochemicals industry sales revenue and share in GCC sales (2010-2015)

Oman: Petrochemicals industry sales revenue and share in GCC sales (2010-2015)

Source: Gulf 
Petrochemicals 
and Chemicals 
Association, 2015

Source: Gulf 
Petrochemicals 
and Chemicals 
Association, 2015

million tons in 2014 to 13.4 million ton in 2015. As a result, sales 

revenues grew by 7.8% reaching US$ 4.3 billion in 2015. 

and basic chemicals. Both of these products saw a significant price 

decline during the course of 2015. 

Sales revenue by country: UAE
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Several large producers in the GCC are undergoing a 

transformation processes in a bid to address current economic 

challenges. Transformation programs involve aligning business 

models with customer needs and requirements, optimizing existing 

portfolio and reviewing business units’ composition. 

GCC petrochemicals industry sales revenue growth* (2010-2015)

GCC petrochemicals industry sales revenue and share in GCC sales by 
country (2010-2015)

*Size of the circles 
reflects sales revenue 
share (2015)
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Saudi Arabia, 9, 
-7, 79% 

Qatar, -2, -15, 
8% 

Oman, 14, -37, 
3% 

Kuwait, 2, -10, 
4% 

UAE, 33, 8, 5% 

Bahrain, 9, -34, 
0.4% 

-40 

-35 

-30 

-25 

-20 

-15 

-10 

-5 

0 
5 

10 

-10 -5 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 

S
al

es
 r

ev
en

ue
 g

ro
w

th
 in

 %
 (2

01
5 

vs
 

20
14

) 

Sales revenue growth in % (2010-2014) 

Sales Saudi 

Arabia 

sales 

revenue

Share 

in GCC 

sales 

revenue

Qatar 

sales 

revenue

Share 

in GCC 

sales 

revenue

Oman 

sales 

revenue

Share 

in GCC 

sales 

revenue

Kuwait 

sales 

revenue

Share 

in GCC 

sales 

revenue

UAE 

sales 

revenue

Share 

in GCC 

sales 

revenue

Bahrain 

sales 

revenue

Share 

in GCC 

sales 

revenue

GCC 

sales 

revenue

2010 48.4 76.2% 8.5 13.3% 2.0 3.2% 2.99 4.7% 1.3 2.0% 0.31 0.5% 63.5

2011 61.4 77.4% 8.4 10.6% 3.0 3.7% 3.46 4.4% 2.6 3.3% 0.45 0.6% 79.3

2012 63.4 77.3% 10.4 12.7% 2.8 3.4% 3.31 4.0% 3.1 3.8% 0.43 0.5% 82.0

2013 66.9 76.1% 10.7 12.2% 3.5 4.0% 3.77 4.3% 3.4 3.8% 0.42 0.5% 88.0

2014 68.3 78.1% 8.0 9.1% 3.5 3.9% 3.29 3.8% 4.0 4.6% 0.44 0.5% 87.4

2015 63.2 79.3% 6.7 8.5% 2.2 2.7% 2.96 3.7% 4.3 5.4% 0.29 0.4% 79.7
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CAGR 6.9% 

(2005-2015) 
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GCC) 
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Global chemicals sales revenue, US$ billion

Global chemicals industry sales reached US$ 3,923 billion in 

2015 with GCC continues representing 2% 

Global chemical sales revenue were valued at US$ 3,923 billion in 

2015. This represents nearly a 5% decline in global sales compared 

to 2014. A clear positive sales development was registered during 

the years 2010-2014, followed by a negative sales growth in 2015, 

mainly affected by the commodity decline in the same period.

 Another contributing factor was the slowdown of activities in main 

economic areas. Although GDP growth in China has temporarily 

stabilized, the trend of industry growth is deteriorating. Brazil and 

Russia are still in a recession, with no visible improvement. GDP 

growth in Japan was less than 1%. The World GDP growth was 

moderate in 2015.

Source: Cefic Chemdata International 2016 and GPCA Analysis

Source: Cefic Chemdata International 2016 and GPCA Analysis

Overall, 2015 was characterized by declining commodity prices and 

modest output growth which impacted significantly the chemical 

sales in the largest countries, except China.

China continues to dominate the global chemical industry, with 

Chinese sales revenue accounting for nearly 40% of global sales 

in 2015, up from 35% registered in 2014. Today China contributes 

nearly 2/3 of Asian chemicals sales revenue. China is looking to 

move from “following the lead” to “taking the lead” and from a “big 

country” to a “great power” of the petroleum and chemical industry, 

leading on technology innovation and trade, and prevailing in 

international markets. 

On a regional level, GCC chemicals sales revenue falling by 0.6% in 

2014 and nearly 9% in 2015, mainly due to the impact of declining 

oil prices. 
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7. Industry production capacity 

2015 was one of the most turbulent years. The chemical industry 

went through a period of change that will define opportunities and 

challenges in the short and long term. It is closely tied with the 

fluctuations in countries’ GDP because so many of its products are 

used in early stages of the manufacturing supply chain. 

The chart below shows that with 144.6 million tons of production 

capacity, GCC chemicals industry experienced a decent year in 

2015 in terms of production output in volume terms. GCC industry 

grew by 6.0% year on year, higher than 5.5% growth the year 

before, and the highest during the last four years. Expanding 

production and exports increased not only the aggregate output 

of chemicals in the GCC region, but also awareness of the 

interconnectedness of the industry and its importance to all sectors 

of economy. The industry demonstrated an increase of 9% per 

annum over the past decade in line with previse decade’s growth of 

10% between 1995 and 2005.

Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), 2016
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The table below shows that most of the growth in 2015 was driven 

by the fertilizer industry, which represented almost half of 2015 

capacity additions (44.2%), followed by basic chemicals which 

accounted for 29.7%. Chemical manufacturing owes its success 

to its largest component industries, which have grown relatively 

quickly over the past decades. One of these industries is the 

petrochemical (organic chemical) manufacturing, which accounts 

for a substantial 72.5% of the chemical manufacturing production 

capacity. Due to its significant share, it determined the growth 

trajectory of the entire chemicals manufacturing in the GCC region. 

Polymers manufacturing is one of the largest and most successful 

components of the chemical industry in the GCC. The sector 

accounted for 17.6% of total production capacity in 2015. While 

basic chemicals and intermediates are captivity consumed, 

polymers generate most of the export revenues. Polymer producers 

generated about US$ 6.5 billion in export revenue last year 

which represented 26% of total production capacity. Mainstream 

fertilizers output has a 14.6% share and is one of the main revenue 

generators for the chemical industry. Its market share during the 

past decade has slightly declined from 16.1% in 2005.

GCC chemical production capacity by product: 2015 versus 2014

Capacity 
2014 (Million 
Tons)

Share % 
(2014)

Capacity 
2015 (Million 
Tons)

Share % 
(2015)

Additional 
capacity 
(Million Tons)

Additional 
capacity 
share

Growth 
rate 
2015

01-Petrochemicals

Basic chemicals 48.5 35.5% 50.9 35.2% 2.43 29.7% 5.0%

Polymers 25 18.3% 25.5 17.6% 0.52 6.4% 2.1%

Intermediates 25,.1 18.4% 25.9 17.9% 0.77 9.4% 3.1%

Chemicals 2.2 1.6% 2.6 1.8% 0.34 4.2% 15.5%

02-Basic inorganics

Fertilizer raw material 13.4 9.8% 15.2 10.5% 221.85 22.6% 13.8%

Mainstream fertilizers 19.3 14.1% 21.1 14.6% 1.77 21.6% 9.2%

Inorganic chemicals 2.4 1.7% 2.9 2.0% 0.5 6.1% 21.3%

Specialty fertilizers 0.16 0.1% 0.16 0.1% 0 0.0% 0.0%

Specialty chemicals 0.4 0.3% 0.4 0.3% 242 0.0% 0.1%

Total 136.4 100% 144.6 100% 8.2 100.0% 6.0%
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GCC chemical by product: 2015 versus 2005

Top 10 chemical products produced in the GCC

Capacity 
2005 (Million 
Tons)

Share % 
(2005)

Capacity 
2015 (Million 
Tons)

Share % 
(2015)

Additional 
capacity 
(Million Tons)

Additional 
capacity 
share

Growth rate 
2015

01-Petrochemicals

Basic chemicals 19.3 31.1% 50.9 35.2% 31.60 38.3% 163%

Polymers 8.9 14.3% 25.5 17.6% 16.61 20.1% 186%

Intermediates 13.6 21.9% 25.9 17.9% 12.33 14.9% 91%

Chemicals 0.5 0.8% 2.6 1.8% 2.04 2.5% 396%

02-Basic inorganics

Fertilizer raw material 7.9 12.7% 15.2 10.5% 7.33 8.9% 93%

Mainstream fertilizers 10.0 16.1% 21.1 14.6% 11.07 13.4% 111%

Inorganic chemicals 1.7 2.7% 2.9 2.0% 1.17 1.4% 69%

Specialty fertilizers 0.16 0.3% 0.16 0.1% 0.00 0.0% 0%

Specialty chemicals 0.0 0.0% 0.4 0.3% 0.37 0.5% 1551%

Total 62.1 100% 144.6 100% 82.50 100% 132.8%

Rank Product 2015 Share Largest producer Second largest producer

1 Ethylene 24.62 17.0% Saudi Arabia (68%) UAE (15%)

2 Urea 16.85 11.7% Qatar (35%) Saudi Arabia (26%)

3 Ammonia 12.1 8.4% Saudi Arabia (34%) Qatar (32%)

4 Methanol 11.07 7.7% Saudi Arabia (68%) Oman (19%)

5 Polypropylene (PP) 7.43 5.1% Saudi Arabia (70%) UAE (24%)

6 Propylene 7.42 5.1% Saudi Arabia (83%) UAE (10%)

7 Polyethylene (HDPE) 7.403 5.1% Saudi Arabia (63%) UAE (21%)

8 Ethylene Glycol (EG) 6.7 4.6% Saudi Arabia (75%) UAE (24%)

9 Methyl tert-butyl ether (MTBE) 5.16 3.6% Saudi Arabia (75%) UAE (24%)

10 Polyethylene (LLDPE) 5.11 3.5% Saudi Arabia (50%) UAE (35%)

Top 10 103.86 72%
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GCC chemical production capacity by 
country 

The GCC chemical industry has been on a path of continuous 

expansion, with production spreading to new destinations and 

products becoming increasingly diverse. Looking at the countries 

breakdown, Saudi Arabia is the top producer in the region with 

a market share of 65%, but the position of other countries in the 

production ladder, such as Oman and the UAE, is continuously 

on the rise. UAE has more than doubled its market share since 

2005 from 4 to 9%, while Oman currently accounts for 6% of 

GCC chemicals production capacity by country: 2015 versus 2014

GCC petrochemicals market share, up from 2% ten years ago. 

Saudi Arabia has been a key driver of growth in the GCC chemical 

industry in the last 10 years accounting for nearly 63% of all 

capacity added during 2005 and 2015. In 2015 alone, Saudi Arabia 

has added 6.4 million tons of production capacity, which drove 

3% year on year growth of the country’s overall output. In volume 

terms, Saudi Arabia's production reached 93.7 million tons. 

The emergence of new producers and new product lines make the 

chemical industry particularly dynamic over the past decade. 

Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), 2016

Capacity 
2014 
(Million 
Tons)

Share % 
(2014)

Capacity 
2015 
(Million 
Tons)

Share % 
(2015)

Additional 
capacity 
(Million 
Tons)

Additional 
capacity 
share

Delta Share Growth rate 
2015

Saudi Arabia 87.3 64.0% 93.7 64.8% 6.37 77.7% 0.8% 7.3%

Qatar 18.4 13.5% 18.2 12.6% -0.18 -2.2% -0.9% -1.0%

UAE 11.9 8.8% 13.4 9.3% 1.45 17.7% 0.5% 12.2%

Oman 8.7 6.4% 9.3 6.4% 0.56 6.8% 0.0% 6.4%

Kuwait 8.8 6.4% 8.8 6.1% 0.00 0.0% -0.4% 0.0%

Bahrain 1.4 1.0% 1.4 0.9% 0.00 0.0% -0.1% 0.0%

Total 136.4 100.0% 144.6 100.0% 8.20 100.0% 0.0% 6.0%
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Country profile: Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia's chemical industry is the regional leader in terms 

of production capacity, growth and diversification. It has been 

consistently expanding its capacity and product portfolio over the 

last decade. In 2015, GPCA member companies in Saudi Arabia 

were producing 93 products, which represent around 90% of the 

regional industry’s product portfolio. 

Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), 2016
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Country profile: Qatar

Qatar is the second largest chemicals manufacturer in the GCC 

region. The industry is a major pillar in the country’s economic 

diversification strategy which gained momentum over the past 

decade (2005-2015). Developing value adding downstream facilities  

boosted the construction of world-class petrochemicals and 

fertilizers plants. In terms of industry diversification, GPCA member 

Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), 2016

companies in Qatar reported manufacturing of 21 products 

(excluding product grades), which accounts for 20% of total product 

portfolio in the region.

In 2015, Qatar’s production capacity reached 18.2 million tons, 

which represents 13% of the region’s total. The industry’s product 

portfolio is dominated by fertilizers which represent 54% of the 

country’s output by volume. 
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CAGR (2005 - 2015)
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Chemicals Production Capacity by Product Segment in UAE
2015 total 13.4 MTPA

Chemicals production capacity (2005-2015)

Country profile: UAE

The petrochemicals sector in the UAE makes up the majority of the 

country’s manufacturing industry. Given the abundant feedstock 

supply, the country has exploited its competitive advantage by 

building  a world class chemical industry over the past ten years. 

The past decade was characterized by a rapid development with 

77% of the current production capacity being launched between 

2005 and 2015. 

Currently, UAE chemicals output has reached 13.4 million tons in 

2015, up by 12.2% year on year. UAE petrochemical output has 

quadrupled over the past decade, reaching 9% of the region’s total. 

Polymers and basic chemicals are the major segments accounting 

jointly for 67.8% of the country’s production. When it comes to 

polymers, the UAE is the second largest producer in the GCC after 

Saudi Arabia. Polymers manufacturing in the UAE is one of the 

most vibrant industry segments. In 2015 alone, it  expanded by 

26% from the year before, landing at 4.7 million tons of production 

capacity. 

The UAE industry clustered in Abu Dhabi is highly reliant on ethane 

feedstock and the next decade is vital for the country, in order 

to reduce ethane dependency in petrochemical production and 

diversify its current feedstock portfolio. Currently, GPCA member 

companies in the UAE has reported the production of 19 unique 

products (not including specific grades) which account for 19% of 

region’s total product portfolio. 

Source: Gulf 
Petrochemicals and 
Chemicals Association 
(GPCA), 2016
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Country profile: Oman

The petrochemical sector in Oman is one of the major industrial 

sectors with most of the production facilities located in Sohar 

Industrial Zone. The industry is relatively young going through a 

foundation phase between 2005-2010, during which time it grew by 

CAGR of 29% per annum. This was the highest growth rate within 

the GCC region. Post 2010, the industry growth was substantially 

stagnant and its CAGR was 1.5% per annum. However, in 2015 

the chemicals industry in Oman grew by 6.4% year on year 

breaking the trend of its low growth rate  over the past five years. 

Total production capacity reached 9.3 million tons and currently 

represents 6% of the region’s total. This makes Oman the 4th 

largest producing country in the GCC. 

Fertilizers is the predominant segment of the chemicals industry 

in Oman, accounting for a large share of 52% of total output. 

However, the current product portfolio in Oman is relatively small. 

In 2015, GPCA member companies in Oman have reported 

production of 9 products which is one of the lowest in the region. 

The industry is actively pursuing a development plan that focuses 

on diversification. 

Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), 2016

CAGR (2005 - 2015)
14.3%

2.4 
3.2 3.2 

4.5 

6.9 

8.6 8.6 8.8 8.7 8.7 
9.3 

0 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

M
illi

on
 T

on
s 

Mainstream 
fertilizers 

31.1% 

Fertilizer raw 
material  

20.9% 

37.9% 
Basic 

Polymers 

10.1% 

Chemicals Production Capacity by Product Segment in Oman
2015 total 9.3 MTPA

Chemicals production capacity (2005-2015)



50 The GCC Petrochemical and Chemical Industry Facts and Figures 2015

Country profile: Kuwait

Kuwait’s chemical industry is the oldest in the GCC going back 

to 1963 when Petrochemical Industries Company (PIC) was 

established. Despite its long history, the sector is still in its infancy. 

Various issues have contributed to the limitations in its development 

along the value chain such as land availability, utilities, infrastructure 

and feedstock. Production capacity has been stagnant over the 

past three years at 8.7 and 8.8 million tons. 

Basic chemicals and intermediates dominate Kuwait's product 

portfolio, accounting for 69% of total output. Fertilizers come in 

second with market share of 19%. 

Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), 2016
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GCC capacity utilization remained 14% 
higher on average than global level 

In a changing and increasingly competitive global industry 

landscape, the key question is how to adjust existing resources 

so that they meet the current needs of the market. This question 

is strongly linked to the concept of capacity utilization. Capacity 

Source: ACC data and GPCA Analysis 2016, *Jan-Aug 2016 

8. Capacity utilization

utilization is an important operational metric for businesses. 

Capacity utilization rate assesses the proportion of potential 

economic output that is actually realized. It is calculated as (Actual 

Output/Potential Output) multiplied by 100. 

The chart below illustrates the global chemicals capacity utilization 

trend over the years 1987-2015. 
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Capacity utilization also tends to fluctuate with business cycles, 

with firms adjusting production volumes in response to change 

in demand. Demand declines sharply during recessions, as 

unemployment rises, wages fall, consumer confidence wanes and 

business investments dip.

The chart below shows that global chemicals business reached 

a robust value of capacity utilization of 94.3% in 2007; this is 

higher compared to the average value of 91.3% (1987-2008). The 

year 2007 is the peak level reflecting a strong economic growth 

globally during that time. Since then, the global chemicals activity 

expressed a dramatic decline. The global chemical industry was 

profoundly affected by the spillover effects of the economic and 

financial crisis. 

2009 was the year when capacity reached bottom value of 79.9%; 

this was 15% below the peak level of 2007. However, the global 

chemicals sector has been following the recovery trend (2009-

2011). Capacity utilization posted a strong value of 85.1% in 2011. 

On average, global capacity utilization measured 82.4% for the 

years 2009-2015. This is far below the high average that occurred 

during the years 1987-2008. 

Global capacity data also shows that the global downstream 

industry has seen dramatic shifts in fundamental supply and 

demand trends in recent years. Globally, chemical capacity 

continues to grow, resulting in downward pressure on utilization 

and margins. Pressures on capacity utilization were perceived and 

managed differently from one region to another. Some countries 

showed more resistances to the spillover effects of the global 

economic crisis than others.

Global capacity utilization is still the best measure we have for 

the current state of the global chemical industry. It doubles as an 

excellent proxy for the outlook for the global economy. As reported 

by American chemistry Council, global capacity utilization remained 

at 80.6% in 2015, versus 81.5% in 2014 and 81.4% in 2013. The 

only regions benefiting were Central and Eastern Europe, where 

capacity utilization increased by 9.2% compared with 2014, and 

Russia where it grew by 14%. Data over the first eight months 

of 2016 shows an average value of 79.5% as capacity utilization 

globally.

Since 2005, GCC capacity utilization for the chemical industry  

averaged 96%.The growth of capacity utilization in the GCC 

chemical sector was negative over the past decade, declining 

by an average of 0.7% per annum from 2005 to 2015. In 2015, 

capacity utilization reached its lowest level since the statistic has 

been measured, falling to 92%. The success of a manufacturing 

company requires agile supply chain capable of moving from high 

inventories towards a more predictive, make-to-order approach. 

This increases production capability, shortens production lead 

times and minimizes inventory. 

During periods of oversupply, plants are forced to run at reduced 

capacity utilization, which leads to increasing unit cost per ton 

of production and places pressure on operating cash margins. 

The GCC has been going through this period since 2013, when 

capacity utilization is reduced from 95% to 92%. At the same time, 

GCC producers operate on average at 8 to 9% higher operation 

rates than the rest of the world. 
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Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), 2016

Source: Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), ACC, 2016
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9. International trade

The volume of GCC chemicals trade in 2015 declined by 2% 

recording 65.2 million tons dropped. Despite this slight decrease 

in trade volume, the dollar value of GCC chemicals export declined 

by 21% in 2015 to US$ 48.1 billion. This difference between trade 

growth in 2015 in terms of volume and value is attributed to large 

swings in commodity prices and exchange rates.

Compared to global figures, world merchandise exports declined 

by 13% in 2015 and export prices in general fell by 15%. In the GCC 

chemicals export prices on average fell by 19%. 

The weakness of trade in 2015 was due to a number of factors 

including economic slowdown in China, recession in various key 

markets, falling prices for oil as well as other commodities and 

exchange rate volatility. 2015 marked the first year with trade 

volume declining, driven by basic inorganics segment (fertilizers 

and inorganic chemicals) which declined by 5% year on year. 

Export growth rate over the past five years remained below historic 

average rights. If during 2005-2015 GCC export grew by CAGR of 

6% per annum, in the last three years growth was as low as 1.4% 

per annum. The slow pace of trade growth is not unprecedented. 

Overall, world trade growth was weaker in recent years, especially 

in merchandise trade, commercial services and services linked to 

merchandise trade. 

Source: United 
Nations, GPCA 
Analysis, 2016
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Basic chemicals and intermediates

The GCC exports volume of “basic chemicals and intermediates” 

showed an encouraging trend and development over the past ten 

years. Exports volume in 2015 was 24 million tons, 60% higher 

Fertilizers

GCC Exports of fertilizers by volume grew at 6.5% per annum 

from 2005 to 2015, which is slightly above the growth rate of total 

chemicals exports during the same period (6.2%). The volume of 

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016

than 10 years ago. Exports in volume terms grew by 4.8% per 

annum during the years 2005-2015. However, due to the strong 

diversification drive, the share of basic chemicals and intermediates  

was reduced from 42% in 2005 to 36% in 2015. 

fertilizers exports in 2015 was 17.5 million tons, up from 9.3 million 

tons in 2005 (88% higher). However, the share of fertilizers in total 

chemical exports remained stable during that timeframe. Fertilizer’s 

share remained almost unchanged at 26-27% over the last decade. 

14.8 15.8 15.5 17.0 17.4 

24.5 25.6 26.0 
24.0 23.8 23.6 

42% 
36% 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

G
C

C
 e

xp
or

ts
 (m

illi
on

 to
ns

) 

GCC exports of "Basic, Intermediates, chemicals" 

Share in total GCC chemicals exports (%) 

9.3 
10.7 11.4 11.6 11.4 

13.1 13.1 
14.6 

18.0 18.1 17.5 
26% 

27% 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

0 

10 

20 

30 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

G
C

C
 e

xp
or

ts
 (m

illi
on

 to
ns

) 

GCC exports of "Fertilizers" Share in total GCC chemicals exports (%) 



56 The GCC Petrochemical and Chemical Industry Facts and Figures 2015

Specialty chemicals

The contribution of “specialty chemicals” exports within the total 

GCC chemical exports was very modest. Although there was a 

steady increase in the volume of specialty chemicals over the past 

Polymers

The exports performance of GCC polymers is very significant 

and visible. From 2005-2015 exports volume of polymers grew at 

9.2% per annum. This was the second highest growth rate across 

the chemicals sectors after the best result of 10% registered 

decade with export in 2015 representing more than double the level 

of that in 2005. The same trend was observed in the percent share 

of specialty chemicals exports in the total GCC chemicals exports 

which increased from 2% in 2005 to 2.8% in 2015. 

in specialty chemicals. Share of polymers in total GCC export 

increased from 23% in 2005 to 30% in 2015. The sector has gained 

about 7 % in 10 years’ time. This indicates growing share of value-

added products in the total product portfolio of the GCC chemical 

industry.

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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The two sectors aggregated together accounted in 2005 for nearly 

2/3 of total GCC chemicals exports in volume. In 2015, the share of 

petrochemicals in total remained the same over the past decade. It 

is a dominant product segment in GCC chemicals export. 

The share of petrochemicals currently accounts for 80% of 

total GCC chemicals exports in value terms. The share of 

petrochemicals all in all remained the same over the past decade. 

However, the dynamics within the segment have been changing.

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Import

The regional product consumption and import growth were 

relatively steady at 9% per annum during 2005 and 2015. 2015 

was the first year when chemicals import has declined, incidentally 

by 9% a year, driven by the decline of imports of petrochemicals 

and inorganic chemicals, which contributed nearly 70% of the total 

volume of declined import. 

Looking at the composition of chemicals import by the GCC 

countries, the absolute majority is held by the inorganics which 

make up close to 50% the volume of imports. Inorganic chemicals 

are used in the manufacturing of various industries, including 

aluminum. GCC aluminum manufacturing industry imports alumina 

which represents about 60% of inorganic chemicals import and 

about one/third of total import. 

Looking at the value of chemicals imports, specialty chemicals 

represent the majority – on average about one third of total import. 

Most of them are chemical products of the chemical or allied 

industries not elsewhere specified or included, and diagnostic or 

laboratory reagents. 

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Inorganics chemicals

The GCC imports of “inorganics chemicals” registered a volume of 

10.3 million tons in 2015, 2.3 times bigger compared to the imports 

level reached 10 years ago. Imports in volume terms grew at 8.8% 

per annum during  2005-2015. The record year was 2014 where 

imports of basic inorganics achieved 10.9 million tons, a 25% 

increase  compared to 2013. Although basic inorganics showed a 

positive trend over the past ten years, its contribution to total GCC 

imports in volume remained the same and very significant, nearly 

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016

half of total GCC chemicals imports in million tons are attributed to 

inorganics chemicals (48%).

Imports in value terms (US$ billion) indicate a similar trend. Imports 

reached the value of US$ 4.2 billion in 2015, about 5% down when 

compared to 2014. Imports grew at 10.3% per annum during 2005-

2015. However, share of the sector in total GCC chemicals imports 

value has reduced from 19% in 2005 to 17% in 2015. The sector 

has lost about 2% points in 10 years’ time.
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Polymers

It is the second largest importing sector in the GCC area after 

inorganic chemicals. With 3.5 million tons, polymers accounts for 

16% of total GCC chemicals imports in 2015, this is relatively the 

same share posted 10 years ago. Imports in volume terms grew 

Basic intermediates

The share of “basic chemicals and intermediates” in total GCC 

chemicals imports was 11% in 2005. The sector  gained 4% points 

in 2015.  Imports volume was 3.3 million tons in 2015, up from 1.0 

million tons in 2005. Imports followed a significant positive trend 

over the past 10 years and grew at 12.1% per annum during the 

same period in volume terms. 

9.6% per annum during the years 2005-2015. Imports declined 

however by 3.2% in 2015 compared to one year ago.  

Imports value reached US$ 6.5 billion in 2015, 9.5% up compared 

to 2014. Imports grew at about 13% per annum during 2005-2015. 

In terms of imports value share, polymers has gained about 3% 

points in 10 years’ time, from 23% in 2005 to 26% in 2015.

In US$ billion, GCC Imports of “basic chemicals and intermediates” 

grew at 12.4% per annum over the past 10 years. Imports value 

was US$ 6.3 billion in 2014, followed by a considerable decline in 

2015 (31% less). Imports share has also declined significantly from 

22% in 2014 to 17% in 2015.

 Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016

 Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Specialty chemicals

GCC imports of “specialty chemicals” grew at 7.6% per annum 

from 2005 to 2015. This is a slightly lower growth compared to the 

growth of total chemicals imports (8.8%). The amount of specialty 

chemicals in 2015 stood at 2.8 million tons, considerably up 

from 1.3 million tons in 2005 (more than double). However, share 

of specialty chemicals stayed relatively stable. Specialty share 

remained almost unchanged at 13-14% mark over the last decade. 

However, the sector lost about 2% points in 10 years’ time when 

talking about share in GCC imports value, 28% in 2005 versus 26% 

in 2015.

 Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Trade balance

The world trade has recovered quickly after the global economic 

crisis of 2008-2009. The international trade has been growing at a  

fast pace during the last decade. Historical data shows clearly that 

world trade has been growing significantly above the GDP growth 

over the past years. However, since the strong recovery from the 

economic crisis, trade activity around the world has been growing 

only slightly faster than the global economy. This is also reflected 

in the global chemicals trade activity data where the ratio of global 

chemical trading to global chemical sales has been stagnating for 

many years.

The chart below shows a similar profile which is in line with 

global chemicals trade developments. The GCC chemicals trade 

dynamics have changed since the global recession. The GCC 

chemical industry registered more than simply a solid recovery after 

the 2008 economic crisis, posting a record of US$ 20.6 billion in 

trade surplus during 2010. 

The GCC chemical industry continued to benefit from trade 

opportunities during the post economic crisis and reached a 

record in trade surplus of US$ 32 billion in 2014. However, after 

a strong rebound, GCC chemicals trade decreased by 27% in 

2015 compared to 2014 in value terms. The strong decline in GCC 

chemicals exports (-21%) was driven mainly by  lower oil  and 

commodity prices.

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016

In volume terms, trade development of GCC chemical industry 

shows better performance. The chemical trade balance in the GCC 

has significantly increased over the last decade, from 26.3 million 

tons in 2005 to 43.6 million tons in 2015. The positive balance of 

the GCC chemical sector grew at 5.2% per annum during the past 

10 years. In contrast to trade value development, trade surplus in 

million tons was even higher in 2015 than in 2014.

The GCC chemicals industry as a whole is still performing well in 

terms of trade development, but it was significantly impacted by the 

deceleration of global chemicals trade on the one side, and by the 

decrease in commodity prices on the other side.

The chart below illustrates  the trade performance of the GCC 

chemical industry as a whole. The trade analysis shows that 

chemicals exports value grew at 11% per annum over the past 

ten years (2005-2015). The comparable figure for GCC chemicals 

exports volume is also significant (6.2%). The GCC chemical sector 

posted a higher CAGR for imports development during the same 

period – 11.5% for imports value and 8.8% for imports volume. 

Although the deceleration of world economic activity and global 

chemicals trade development, the GCC area continued to generate 

an impressive growth of chemicals trade surplus of 10.5% growth in 

value and 5.2% in volume per annum over the years 2005-2015. 
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Last but not least, the contribution of trade balance to total trade 

remained stable – at 34% in 2005 versus 32% in 2015 in value 

terms. However, in volume terms, this ratio decreased from 59% 

in 2005 to 50% in 2015. The contribution of trade balance to total 

trade is well recognized in the literature of trade performance and 

measured as (exports – imports)/(exports + imports).

On the sectorial side, there is a general balance within the main 

productions segments of GCC chemical industry: petrochemicals 

and fertilizers. All of them continue to deliver significant positive 

trade balance which accounts together for almost 86% of the GCC 

surplus in volume.

Basic and intermediate chemicals segment: 
GCC trade performance (2005 versus 2015)

The highest trade surplus in 2015 was within the “Basic, 

Intermediates, Downstream Chemicals segment” which reached 

20.3 million tons. As in the previous years, this accounted for 46% 

of the GCC chemicals trade balance in volume terms.  

As shown in the chart below, with US$ 10.8 billion, this sector is still 

the largest contributor to GCC chemicals trade surplus in 2015 in 

value terms, and accounts for 46% of total surplus. 

Trade performance was significant; surplus grew at 8.4% per 

annum between 2005 and 2015. Trade developments (exports + 

imports) show even higher CAGR (10%) during the same period. 

Exports and imports grew respectively at 9.4% and 12.4% over the 

past years on average. 

As a result, export shares decreased from 36.3% in 2005 to 31.3% 

in 2015, while import shares increased from 16.5% in 2005 to 17.5% 

in 2015. The contribution of surplus to total trade in the sector 

experienced a similar decline as the total chemicals industry as 

a whole, nearly 10% points less from 64.3% in 2005 to 55.5% in 

2015.

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016

Polymers: GCC Trade Performance (2005 versus 2015)

Polymers account for more than one third of total GCC chemicals 

trade surplus. The sector generated a trade volume of 16.4 million 

tons in 2015, 2.4 times bigger than the level reached in 2005. 

As shown in the chart below, exports value in polymers grew at 

12.9% per annum over the past 10 years. Imports value grew at 

a similar rate. In contrast to “Basic Intermediates and Chemicals”, 

exports value share has increased from 40.5% in 2005 to 48% in 

2015. The sector has gained therefore 7.5% points in exports value 

share in GCC exports value. The sector›s weight in total trade has 

increased.

All signs are positive reflecting solid developments of polymers 

during the past 10 years. Lastly, contribution of trade surplus to 

total trade remained stable and reached the value of 56.2% in 2015. 

GCC trade performance of polymers, ($US billion) 
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Fertilizers: GCC Trade Performance (2005 versus 2015)

Trade data on fertilizer shows a positive performance profile. The 

trade balance in the GCC has significantly increased over the 

last decade, from 9.0 million tons in 2005 to 17.1 million tons in 

2015. With 39%, the sector is the second largest contributor to 

trade balance in 2015 in million tons. In value terms, the surplus 

amounted to US$ 2.1 billion in 2005 to US$ 5.6 billion in 2015. As 

shown below, the exports value grew at a faster rate in comparison  

to imports value – 10.2% for exports and 7.8% for imports.

As expected, specialty chemicals, inorganics chemicals and 

consumer chemicals registered a trade deficit in both volume 

GCC trade performance of fertilizers, ($US billion) 
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highlighted above and this has been valid for 10 years.
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Regional trade performance

Asia still remains the largest trading partner accounting for 58.1% 

of GCC chemicals export by volume in 2015 with Saudi Arabia 

being the main exporter to Asian countries. Western Europe was 

the second largest export market in 2015, accounting for 8.3% of 

GCC chemicals exports by volume. North America and Africa each 

contributed about 7.5% of total GCC chemicals exports in 2015 by 

volume.

GCC chemical exports by destination
 2015 total: 65.2 million tons 

GCC chemical exports by destination
 2015 total: $US 48.1 bn 
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Over the last decade the international trade has been growing at 

very fast pace. Driven by favorable policies, competitive advantage 

and proximity to main markets, international trade in chemicals 

added about 30 million tons during the last ten years, growing 

from about 35.6 million tons in 2005 to 65.2 million tons in 2015. 

Such expansion follows the global trend of globalization processes 

experienced by the global economy in the last decades. 

Based on figures from the World Trade Organization, demand 

for imports slowed down across Asian countries and resource 

based economies in 2015, but strengthened in the US and EU. 

Imports by China declined by 2.2% in 2015, due to slower growth in 

manufacturing and private investment. Improvement in US and EU 

imports was  reflected in GCC chemicals export dynamics – export 

to Western Europe and North America  increased by 3% year on 

year. 

Intra-regional trade represented 7.8% of total chemicals export by 

volume or 5 million tons in 2015. Unlike export dynamics to other 

regions, intra-regional trade grew by 12% year on year, which 

is the highest compared to  other regions. Over the long term, 

The GCC chemicals trade dynamics have changed since the global 

recession. After strongly rebounding between 2010 and 2013, GCC 

trade was growing at a slower rate between 2014 and 2015. The 

GCC exports to Asia fell by 1% in 2015 year on year to 37.9 million 

tons. GCC chemicals export prices to Asian markets fell by 11%, 

compared to an overall 19% decrease.

growth of intra-regional trade grew by 8.3% per annum, versus 

region’s overall export growth of 6% per annum during 2005-2015.  

While GCC intra-regional trade continues to rise, it is still far from 

its counterparts in Europe, where it represents one/ third of total 

export. 

In Africa, many countries have been deeply affected  by the decline 

in commodity prices and negative spillovers from developing Asia. 

In oil-importing African countries which rely on exporting other 

commodities, the benefits of cheaper energy imports were offset 

by the general decline in other commodity prices in a context of 

depressed foreign demand. GCC chemicals exports to Africa is 

centered around polymers and fertilizers export. In 2015, GCC 

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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exported about 4.7 million tons, down by 9% from the 

previous year. The decline in 2015 export volume is attributed 

to significant decrease of fertilizers export. In South Africa, 

the largest trading partner for most of GCC countries, slower 

growth in import volumes was caused by depreciation of the 

currency. 

In Latin America and the Caribbean, imports contracted by 

1.8%, leading to the decline of chemicals import from the 

GCC by 8% in 2015. 

Country Performance

In 2015, China once again was the GCC’s leading trade 

partner with 17.7% share by volume and 20% by value. In 

absolute figures this represents 11.5 million tons and US$ 9.5 

billion. GCC exports to China grew immensely during the past 

decade at CAGR of 11.4% per annum, twice higher than GCC 

export growth rate during the same period of 6% per annum. 

China is a target market for many chemical producers 

and was able to accommodate just about all the surplus 

production in other countries. However, real GDP growth in 

China is in the low single digits and is expected to stay there 

for the next few years. Additionally, China has been building 

its own production capacity through its 2008-2013 economic 

stimulus program. GCC accounts for less than 10% of all 

chemicals imported by the Chinese. In 2015, GCC exports to 

China increase by 5% in terms of volume, at the same time, 

on the back of lower commodity prices the value of export 

has declined by 14%. 
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Similarly, GCC export to India demonstrated an increase by volume, 

but a decline in value. India is the second largest export market for 

the GCC with a total volume of 8.9 million tons and US 5.2 billion. 

So far, India was able to manage the downside risks of post crises 

period better than other emerging economies. 

GCC chemicals export to India grew by 6% year on year in 2015, 

while export prices declined by 19%. Almost half of the total export 

to India by volume (46%) is attributed to the fertilizers industry, 

followed by polymers (18%) with basic and intermediates making up 

the reamining 28%.

Source: United Nations, GPCA Analysis, 2016
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The Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) represents the downstream hydrocarbon industry in the 
Arabian Gulf. Established in 2006, the association voices the common interests of more than 240 member companies 
from the chemical and allied industries, accounting for over 95% of chemical output in the Gulf region. The industry 
makes up the second largest manufacturing sector in the region, producing up to US$ 102 billion’s worth of products a 
year.

The association supports the region’s petrochemical and chemical industry through advocacy, networking and thought 
leadership initiatives that help member companies to connect, to share and advance knowledge, to contribute to 
international dialogue, and to become prime influencers in shaping the future of the global petrochemicals industry. 

Committed to providing a regional platform for stakeholders from across the industry, the GPCA manages six working 
committees - Plastics, Supply Chain, Fertilizers, International Trade, Research and Innovation and Responsible Care 
- and organizes six world-class events each year. The association also publishes an annual report, regular newsletters 
and reports.

For more information, please visit www.gpca.org.ae

Gulf Petrochemicals & Chemicals Association (GPCA) 
PO Box 123055 
1601, 1602
Vision Tower, Business Bay
Dubai, United Arab Emirates 
T +971 4 451 0666
F +971 4 451 0777
Email: info@gpca.org.ae


