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W ith major regional players forming new partnerships and expanding 
existing relationships both home and abroad, as well as establishing 
world-class mega-projects valued at more than USD 14 billion over the 

course of the past year alone, the timing of the 14th Annual GPCA Forum could 
not be better.

With chemicals forecast by the International Energy Agency to be the largest driver 
of global oil demand growth for several decades to come, investment in downstream 
chemical opportunities has increased dramatically. 

The event is being held under the theme Winning through Strategic Partnerships and 
will shed light on the multibillion-dollar projects and M&A deals that have taken place in 
the last 12 months. These include Saudi Aramco and Total’s USD 9-billion Amiral 
petrochemical complex in Jubail, Saudi Arabia, the USD 2.2-billion Sipchem-Sahara 
merger, and the downstream integration of Oman Oil Company and Orpic, which will 
produce an estimated USD 3 billion in returns over its period of implementation, 
according to event organizer Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA). 

Dr. Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun, Secretary General, GPCA, has described Saudi 
Aramco’s USD 10-billion initial public offering and its acquisition of a 70% stake in 
SABIC as “change-making deals.” The annual forum was first held in 2006 and has 
since evolved into the largest gathering of senior chemical industry leaders in the 
Arabian Gulf, consistently attracting over 2,000 delegates from over 50 countries. 

It offers “an unparalleled platform” to gain insight into current and future business 
trends in the region, meet with senior industry executives from some of the largest 
chemical firms globally, and uncover new ways of stimulating business growth, 
according to Al-Sadoun. “Uniquely positioned in one of the central logistics hubs 
globally, the forum has successfully connected East and West, serving as an exclusive 
gateway to chemical markets globally,” he added.

The forum, to be held 3-5 December 2019 at the Madinat Jumeirah, Dubai, will be 
inaugurated by H.E. Dr. Mohammed bin Hamad Al Rumhi, Minister of Oil and Gas, 
Oman, who will deliver the opening address.

 Welcome
Welcome to the 
Annual Forum 
preview edition of 
Insight, GPCA’s 
flagship publication 
designed to deliver—
to our members and 
the wider industry 
community—the latest 
news, views, and 
analysis from the chemical and petrochemical 
industry in the Arabian Gulf and globally. In this 
edition, we bring you a selection of interviews with 
leading industry players to shed light on some of the 
most pressing challenges facing the industry today. 

With the Annual GPCA Forum fast approach-
ing, we sat down with a number of forum 
speakers to discuss their plans and ask how the 
changing industry landscape is impacting their 
competitiveness and how they are responding 
to these challenges. We’ve also prepared a 
series of fertilizer and Responsible Care 
interviews to bring you up to speed with the 
latest trends impacting the agri-nutrient 
industry, and share best practices and lessons 
learned with the GCC 

Annual Forum to highlight 
game-changing partnerships, 
world-class projects

(Continued on p3)
(Continued on p3)

First held in 2006, the Forum is the largest 
gathering of chemical industry leaders in 
the Arabian Gulf.
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WINNING
T H R O U G H  S T R A T E G I C

PARTNERSHIPS

Building on the success of the 13th edition, the 14th Annual GPCA Forum will 
address the theme of ‘Winning through Strategic Partnerships’. The forum 
will examine strategies that chemical companies should adopt to navigate 
new market complexities, capture profitable growth and consolidate their 
leadership positions. It will bring together industry leaders from the region 
and the world to share inspirational case studies on how to deliver value 
for shareholders, business and society, how to innovate for the future and 
address key challenges and the role of supporting the development of a 
competitive downstream industry in the GCC region.

“We must accelerate our joint efforts in creating 
partnerships through consolidation and portfolio 
exchange. This will create scale and value for our 
players.”

Yousef Al-Benyan
Vice Chairman and CEO, SABIC and Chairman, GPCA
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chemical community. Thank you to 
everyone who contributed to this 
edition and took time out of your busy 
schedule to share your company’s 
updates and insight with our readers. 

Lastly, I look forward to welcoming 
you to the 14th Annual GPCA Forum on 
3-5 December in Dubai, when the 
global and regional chemical industry 
will come together to network, share 
best practice and discuss the forum’s 
theme Winning through Strategic 
Partnerships. We’ve got a not-to-miss 
program with an array of seminars, 
masterclasses, and activities to make 
your experience the most memorable 
yet. I am particularly looking forward to 
the 2nd edition of the GPCA Legacy 
Initiative when we will celebrate the 
achievements of our industry’s 
founding fathers and honor one 
Arabian Gulf chemical industry pioneer 
for his contributions to the industry’s 
success. Another milestone this year is 
the GPCA Leaders of Tomorrow 
program, which will enter its fourth year 
at the forum, successfully delivering on 
its mission to build and develop the 
skill set of young GCC talent. 

I hope you enjoy reading this edition of 
Insight and look forward to seeing you at 
our next event. ■

Dr. Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun,  
Secretary General, GPCA

(Continued from p1)(Continued from p1)

Senior industry leaders representing some 
of the world’s largest chemical firms will be 
speaking at the annual forum, including: 
Yousef Al-Benyan, CEO, SABIC and 
Chairman, GPCA; Bob Patel, CEO, Lyondell-
Basell and President of the International 
Council of Chemical Associations (ICCA), 
who will deliver the keynote address; Karen 
McKee, President, ExxonMobil Chemical 
Company; Saori Dubourg, Member of the 
Board of Executive Directors, BASF; and 
Eelco Hoekstra, Chairman of the Executive 
Board and CEO, Royal Vopak. 

Giving a presentation on the giant Amiral 

project will be Jean-Jacques Mosconi, SVP/
refining and petrochemicals for the Amiral 
Project at Total, while Saleh Bahamdan, 
CEO, Sahara International Petrochemicals 
Company, will discuss the game-changing 
Sipchem-Sahara merger. The Oman Oil 
Company–Orpic integration will be the 
subject of a presentation by Musab 
Al-Mahruqi, Group CEO, Oman Oil and 
Orpic Group. 

Other high-profile speakers include Darren 
Davis, CEO, Ma’aden; Christian Kullmann, 
Chairman of the Executive Board, Evonik 
Industries, discussing different partnership 
scenarios and how to unlock growth opportu-
nities through innovation and sustainability; 
and Adam Sieminski, President of King 
Abdullah Petroleum Studies and Research 
Center (KAPSARC).

Masterclass series
In addition, a masterclass series will be held at 
the forum on a range of topics such as trade in 
a protectionist environment, the importance of 
human capital for fostering business competi-
tiveness, and the outlook for the petrochemical 
industry. There will also be seminars on the 
global chemicals market, innovation, disruptive 
technologies, and the future of plastics.

GPCA currently has more than 250 member 
companies from the chemical and allied 
industries, accounting for over 95% of 
chemical output in the Gulf Cooperation 
Council. The industry is the second-largest 
manufacturing sector in the region. ■

The 14th Annual GPCA Forum 
will be inaugurated by H.E. Dr. 

Mohammed bin Hamad Al 
Rumhi, Minister of Oil and Gas, 

Oman, who will deliver the 
opening address.

NEWS

The second edition of the GPCA Legacy Award Al-Rowad will take 
place at a special award ceremony on day one of the Annual GPCA 
Forum, on 4 December 2019. 

This award recognizes an industry pioneer from the Arabian Gulf who 
has demonstrated transformational leadership and contributed to the 
growth and success of the chemical sector in the region. 

The honoree is selected after careful consideration and a rigorous 
selection process by an Award Committee comprised of veterans from 
the petrochemical industry in the Arabian Gulf and globally. The mission 
of the GPCA Legacy Initiative and GPCA Legacy Award Al-Rowad is to 
recognize, preserve, and make known the achievements of those 
individuals who set the foundations for the industry in the Arabian Gulf 
region, and played a pivotal role in creating a great regional industry. ■

LEGACY: A special award ceremony will take place at the 
Forum in the second edition of the GPCA Legacy Initiative. 

LEGACY AWARD AL-ROWAD CEREMONY AT ANNUAL GPCA FORUM
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GPCA HOSTS LEADERS 
OF TOMORROW 

The 12th edition of GPCA’s Leaders of 
Tomorrow program, powered by SABIC, 
takes place from 24-26 September at the 

GPCA Fertilizer Convention in the Kempinski 
Hotel, Muscat. A student seminar will be 
facilitated on 24 September by industry experts 
providing insight into the fertilizer sector, as well 
as career prospects and skill sets required. On 
25 September, a site visit to OMIFCO’s facilities 
will allow students to experience first-hand how 
companies in this sector operate. 

The 13th edition of Leaders of Tomorrow, 
powered by SABIC, will take place alongside 
the 3rd GPCA Responsible Care Conference 
on 14-16 October in King Abdullah Cultural 
Center Jubail, Saudi Arabia. On 14 October 
students will hear Khalid Al-Alyani, Vice 
President, HSSE, SABIC talk about Responsi-
ble Care within the petrochemical industry. 
Ayesha Al Mehairbi, Manager, Budget and 
Cost Control, Borouge, will talk to them on the 
topic ‘The Fine Art of Making a Difference’. ■

FOOD SECURITY AMONG KEY TOPICS 
AT 10th GPCA FERTILIZER CONVENTION

T he agri-nutrient industry has under-
gone a period of strategic consolidation, 
underpinned by an increased focus on 

innovation, to make higher-value-added 
products and capitalize on opportunities in 
emerging markets that are driving worldwide 
demand for fertilizers. 

These trends are in the spotlight at the 10th 
GPCA Fertilizer Convention, being held 24-26 
September at Kempinski Hotel, Muscat, under 
the patronage of H.E. Dr. Hamed Said Al Oufi, 
Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries Wealth, 
Oman. Under the overall theme Transforma-
tion: A New Era for the Agri-nutrients Industry, 
it will explore key topics including global food 
security, technology trends and disruptions, 
and fertilizer market trends.

Organized by the Gulf Petrochemicals and 
Chemicals Association (GPCA), it takes place 

in Muscat for the second year running. “Over 
the years, the convention has positioned  the 
Arabian Gulf in the driving seat of industry 
leadership and innovation, attracting thought 
leaders, senior industry experts, and decision 
makers to share valuable insight on fast-mov-
ing industry topics,” said Dr. Abdulwahab 
Al-Sadoun, Secretary General, GPCA. 

Food security remains at the top of the 
industry’s agenda, he said. ■

NEWS

Bahamdan takes seat 
on GPCA Board

Eng. Saleh Bahamdan, CEO of Sahara 
International Petrochemical Company 
(SIPCHEM), has joined the Gulf Petro-
chemicals and Chemicals Association 
(GPCA)’s Board of Directors. He replaces 
Ahmed Al Ohali, who was appointed Head 
of the General Organization for Military 
Industries in March.

Bahamdan obtained a Master’s 
Degree in Engineering from California 
State University in the US in 1983 and 
a Bachelor’s Degree in Electrical 
Engineering from Evans Avail Pan 
Diana University in 1980 prior to that. 

He was appointed CEO of Sahara 
Petrochemical Company in mid-2015, 
after previously occupying senior 
executive positions within the Saudi 
Arabian economy as well as other 
Saudi petrochemical companies.

Those companies included Al Waha 
Petrochemicals Company, where he 
served as President from 2006 until 
2009; SABIC, as Director of Engineering 
and Project Management from 2001-
2005; and Jubail Petrochemical 
Company (Kemya) as Manager of 
Operations Control from 1997-2000.

In October 2018, Saudi International 
Petrochemical Co. signed a non-binding 
agreement to acquire Sahara Petro-
chemical Co. in an all-share deal valued 
at just over USD 2 billion. Bahamdan 
was appointed CEO of the newly formed 
Sahara International Petrochemical 
Company in May this year. ■

Eng. Saleh Bahamdan, SIPCHEM CEO.

TOMORROW’S LEADERS: GPCA’s program provides invaluable knowledge- 
gathering opportunities and site visits for students.

H.E. Dr. Hamed 
Said Al Oufi, 
Minister of 
Agriculture 
and Fisheries 
Wealth, Oman.

4   |   GPCA INSIGHT  | September 2019 www.gpca.org.ae



Presented by

INTERVIEW

ENERGY, FERTILIZERS, AGRICULTURE - 
MARKET PROSPECTS AND INTERACTION

J ohn Baffes, Senior Economist, World Bank (Development Prospects Group) and a speaker 
at the 10th GPCA Fertilizer Convention, talks to Insight about rising global food demand, 
food security, and the economic prospects for the fertilizer and agricultural markets.

Insight: Meeting rising global demand for 
food and achieving food security is part 
of the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goal 2. How does the interaction 
between the energy, fertilizer and 
agricultural markets help the industry’s 
efforts to achieve this?
Baffes: Achieving UN’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 2 implies more food production (the 
easy part) and access to food by all (the 
difficult part). Following the past decade’s high 
commodity prices, producers responded by 
investing and thereby generating a supply 
response, mostly through higher yields. The 
supply response was also helped by lower 
energy and fertilizer prices, especially after 
2014. However, that did not mean that all 
people, especially the poor, gained access to 
food. 

Given that agriculture and, especially, 
fertilizers are energy-intensive industries, lower 
energy costs mean that supplies for both 
agricultural commodities and fertilizers should 

be adequate to meet food requirements. 
However, three key questions for policy 
makers and market participants to consider 
are: (i) Are food supplies close to where they 
need to be? (ii) Are these supplies reaching 

poor consumers, who typically live in remote 
rural areas or in the slams of large cities? (iii) 
Can these consumers afford to purchase 
food? The twin challenge, therefore, is: for the 
industry to ensure that inputs such as fertilizers 
reach areas where agricultural production is 
supposed to take place; and for policymakers 
to ensure that adequate investments and 
appropriate policies will enable producers to 
access fertilizers and poor consumers to 
access food.

Insight: What are the economic pros-
pects for the fertilizer and agricultural 
markets in the short- to medium-term?
Baffes: After reaching historical highs in 
2011, prices of most agricultural commodi-
ties, especially grains and oilseed, have 
declined, mostly in response to good 
supplies, which are a result of investment 
during the price boom years. Indeed, the 
World Bank’s food price index stands 32% 
lower than its early 2011 peak. Similarly, 
stocks-to-use ratios, a measure of supply 
availability relative to demand, for key grains 
such as wheat, maize, and rice, have 
reached record highs during the past three 
years (the ratios have almost doubled since 
their lows a decade earlier.) This implies that 
the global grain market could “absorb” a bad 
crop without causing a price spike. Good 
supplies combined with moderate demand 
growth suggest that prices are likely to 
remain weak for the short and medium term. 
For example, in the April 2019 update of its 
Commodity Markets Outlook, the World 
Bank projected the food price index to 
decline 3% in 2019 and 2% in 2020 from its 
2018 levels (since April, commodities prices 
have declined further). Fertilizer prices, 
which halved between 2011 and 2016, are 
expected to be stable in the short and 
medium term, for the most part reflecting 
the moderate supply growth of agricultural 
commodities and lower energy costs. ■© 2019 IHS Markit Note: Last observation is August 2019. Source: World Bank
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LOOKING AHEAD: John Baffes, Senior 
Economist, World Bank (Development 
Prospects Group).
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INTERVIEW

GIANT AMIRAL PROJECT RAISING 
THE BAR IN THE GULF REGION

T he giant Amiral petrochemical 
complex at Jubail will be truly 
unique, according to Jean-Jacques 

Mosconi, Total’s SVP/refining and 
petrochemicals for the project and a 
speaker at this year’s GPCA Forum.

Amiral, formally launched last year by 
project partners Saudi Aramco and 
Total—with the award in October of the 
front-end engineering studies to Technip-
FMC—is another flagship megaproject 
for the companies that follows on the 
heels of their world-class Saudi Aramco 
Total Refining and Petrochemical 
(Satorp) joint venture. The new USD 
5.7-billion complex and its USD 4-billion 
associated downstream derivatives 
cluster will be fully integrated with the 
Satorp facilities, once the Final Invest-
ment Decision is made, and will be the 
first mixed-feed cracker to be fully 
integrated with a refinery in the Gulf 
region. It will eventually produce 2.7 
million metric tons (MMt) of high-value 
chemicals.

“For feedstock, the 1.5-million metric 
tons mixed-feed cracker will use naphtha 
and refinery offgas from Satorp, ethane 
and natural gasoline. It will be highly 
integrated to the adjacent Satorp refinery, 
which will be able to process 460,000 b/d 
of crude by 2020 and 480,000 b/d by 
2024, well ahead of Amiral’s start-up,” 
says Mosconi. Much of the originality of 
the scheme relies on the use of 1.1 MMt 
of Satorp offgas, commonly used as 
energy by the refinery, as petrochemical 
feedstock for the mixed-feed cracker, he 
says. “Beyond feedstocks, there will be 
large synergies between the refinery and 
the petrochemical complex: hydrogen, 
wastewater treatment, services, etc. In 
the end, there will be one company to 
manage the giant refinery-petrochemical 
complex,” he adds.

Mosconi describes Amiral’s down-
stream derivatives cluster as the 
“cornerstone” of Saudi Arabia’s ambi-
tions to develop, consistent with its 
Vision 2030 plan, a large group of 
derivatives and specialty chemical 
industries in the kingdom. “As you know, 
Amiral has signed Memorandums of 
Understanding (MOU) with Ineos for the 
development of a 400,000-metric tons/
year linear alpha-olefins/polyalphaolefins 
plant using ethylene feedstock, and a 
425,000-metric tons/year acrylonitrile 
plant using propylene feedstock; with 
Daelim for a world-scale polyisobutylene 
plant using isobutylene feedstock; and 

with Veolia for both the management of 
wastes, by incineration, and the process-
ing and treatment of a very large scope 
of wastewater streams coming from both 
Amiral itself and the USD 4-billion 
cluster,” he says.

Mosconi adds that MOU discussions 
are also ongoing with Arlanxeo, Aram-
co’s affiliate in the elastomers business, 
for a styrene butadiene rubber (SBR) and 
polybutadiene rubber (PBR) plant using 
butadiene feedstock. “Discussions with 
other partners should be finalized soon. 
By its size and the diversity of the cluster 
portfolio, Amiral is unique,” he says.

Progress to date, following the award 
of the pre-FEED and FEED studies last 
year to TechnipFMC, includes the 
selection of all technologies at the end of 
last summer for items such as the 
mixed-feed cracker, butadiene extrac-
tion, aromatics, and methyl tertio-butyl 
ether, he says. Two world-class polyeth-
ylene units will also be developed on the 
basis of the Advanced Double Loop 
(ADL) technology owned by Total.

The partnership between Total and 
Saudi Aramco has benefited from the 
close relationship they developed via the 
Satorp project, says Mosconi. “Saudi 
Aramco and Total have always been 
aligned, since the very beginning of the 
partnership, on all the major items 
related to Satorp’s project execution and 
the running of the Satorp refinery. This 
deep understanding and the respect 
between the two companies ensured that 
project execution was on time and within 
budget, and that refinery processing has 
been very successful in the years after 
the start-up. The completion date was 
declared in June 2016 and the first 
dividends generated in 2017. The two 
partners intend now to increase the 
capacity at Satorp to 460,000 b/d in 2020 

A close relationship from 
the start: “Saudi Aramco 

and Total have always been 
aligned, since the very 

beginning.”
Jean-Jacques Mosconi, SVP/

Refining and Petrochemicals, 
Amiral Project, Total
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and 480,000 b/d in 2024 on the basis of 
this strong success,” he states.

Looking ahead, Mosconi describes the 
petrochemical sector as having enjoyed 
“very good business conditions in recent 
years.” Conditions should remain good, 
although not at the same level, he adds.

“Petrochemicals are definitely the key 
driver of downstream activities for oil and 
gas companies because many experts 
see oil demand plateauing in the future, 
taking into account new fuel consump-
tion requirements linked to climate 
change and new customer behavior. 
Petrochemicals remain linked to GDP 
growth and are becoming the num-
ber-one component of downstream 
growth,” says Mosconi.

“Total shares this view, and its petro-
chemical strategy is to have access to 
advantaged feedstocks in areas of the 
world enjoying strong growth potential. 
Amiral is meeting all the criteria. Total is 
also developing a large ethane-based 
project next to its Port Arthur refinery in 
Texas, a propane dehydrogenation 
(PDH) project in Algeria and is thinking 
about a new development of its petro-
chemical platform in Korea.”

On the worldwide issue of plastics and 
environmental sustainability, Mosconi 
says Total is becoming “a significant 
actor” in recycling. “Total is marketing 
products from mechanical recycling 
(prepared and compounded good quality 
waste); and the purchase of the French 
company Synova (polypropylene in the 
automotive business) is the first step to 
reach a 400,000 metric tons/year level in 
2025 and 600,000 metric tons/year in 
2030 through organic growth completed 
by targeted acquisitions,” he says. 

It is also launching projects in chemi-
cal recycling (poor quality wastes) in 
partnership with pyrolysis technologies 
suppliers, adds Mosconi. “The driving 
principle is to offtake pyrolysis oil to be 
upgraded within some Total refining/
petrochemicals assets; the first pyrolysis 
unit should be operational in 2022 for 
20,000 metric tons/year with a target of 
reaching 400,000 metric tons/year by 
2030.”

Total is a member of the Alliance to 
End Plastic Waste, which is working to 
put in place solutions to prevent plastic 
waste entering the world’s oceans, with a 
special focus on Asia and Africa.■

EXPANSION: Saudi Aramco and Total plan to increase the Satorp refinery’s crude 
capacity to 480,000 b/d by 2024, well ahead of Amiral’s planned start-up.

GCC CHEMICAL 
INDUSTRY MARKS 
10-YEAR MILESTONE
Senior leaders from the chemical and 
petrochemical industry in the GCC and 
globally will gather in Saudi Arabia this 
October to mark a new milestone—the 
10-year anniversary of the adoption in the 
Arabian Gulf region of Responsible Care®, 
the chemical industry’s voluntary commit-
ment to continuous improvement in health, 
safety, security, and environmental 
performance.

Held in Jubail from 14-16 October 2019, 
under the patronage of H.R.H. Saud bin 
Nayef bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud, Eastern 
Region Province Governor, Saudi Arabia, 
the Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals 
Association’s (GPCA) Responsible Care® 
Conference will attract senior executives 
from some of the world’s largest chemical 
firms, alongside service providers, govern-
ment bodies, and industry associations to 
share best practice, network, and celebrate 
achievements over the past decade. 

This will be an opportunity to hear 
senior government and industry leaders, 
including H.R.H. Saud bin Nayef bin 
Abdulaziz Al-Saud who will deliver the 
inaugural address, HE Eng. Abdallah bin 
Ibrahim Al-Saadan, President, Royal 
Commission for Jubail and Yanbu (RCJY), 
due to make the opening remarks, and 
Yousef Al-Benyan, Vice Chairman and 
CEO, SABIC and Chairman, GPCA, giving 
the keynote address.

Held under the theme Responsible 
Care® – Celebrating a decade of 
Excellence, the conference will showcase 
regional learnings from across the 
chemical value chain.

Topics will range from process safety, 
circular economy, regulatory collabora-
tion, models of excellence, and Responsi-
ble Care® beyond the fence in the form of 
masterclasses, to speaker presentations, 
conference sessions, and audience-led 
Q&As. ■
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INTERVIEW

EVONIK SEES BIG OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
SPECIALTY CHEMICALS IN THE GULF REGION

T he chemical industry in the GCC 
region is best known as a 
fast-growing producer of basic 

chemicals and plastics. Rapid expansion 
of the GCC petrochemical industry 
represents a major opportunity for the 
specialty chemicals business in the 
region, says Christian Kullmann, Chair-
man of the Executive Board at Evonik 
Industries AG, a leading specialty 
chemicals company.

“Specialty chemicals cater to various 
areas of the petrochemicals industry, which 
is pivotal not just in the Gulf region but the 
entire Middle East and North Africa 

(MENA),” Kullmann says. “We see that 
investments in the petrochemical sector are 
rising especially in UAE, Saudi Arabia, 
Oman, and Egypt. In my view, this will 
inevitably lead to a subsequent or even 
parallel development of closer links to the 
specialty chemicals sector, either as a 
supplier of auxiliaries or as a customer of 
petrochemical products. This development 
presents many collaboration opportunities 
between major players in MENA and key 
global industrial companies like Evonik that 
possess a wealth of know-how and 
innovation built over decades of operating 
in this business.”  

Kullmann will make a presentation at 
the GPCA Annual Forum in Dubai entitled 
Growth and Value Creation through 
Strategic Portfolio Development and 
M&A. He sees the Forum as a way to 
explore collaboration with GCC compa-
nies, which could boost Evonik’s business 
in the region.

“The GCC region has a rapidly develop-
ing petrochemicals sector that is tightly 
linked to the specialty chemicals industry 
since we can be both suppliers and 
customers,” he says. “Therefore, at Evonik, 
we are happy to look at all forms of 
collaboration that can foster our regional 

CHRISTIAN KULLMANN: Exploring 
partnerships in the GCC. 

8   |   GPCA INSIGHT  | September 2019 www.gpca.org.ae



Presented by

presence. Partnerships for existing 
businesses can also be an option. I am at 
the Forum because we are open for 
dialogue with key regional players.”

Evonik’s aspiration is to be a “best-in-
class specialty chemicals company” and 
this requires constant portfolio manage-
ment, says Kullmann. 

“We will actively manage our portfolio,” 
he says. “In fact, having a balanced 
portfolio is one of the three pillars of our 
strategy to achieve sustainable growth, 
with the other two being customer-cen-
tric, sustainable innovation and a 
results-focused corporate culture that’s 
based on trust. We plan to maintain a 
balanced portfolio, with acquisitions into 
more stable and higher-margin businesses 
and divestments of rather mature and 
capital-intensive businesses. All invest-
ments—organic and inorganic—will be 
focused on our four growth engines.”

Evonik’s focus on specialties is making 
the company stronger and more capable 
of delivering stable financial results, 
even in today’s challenging market 
environment.

“Our strategy to sharpen our focus on 
specialty chemicals is designed to make 
us more resilient,” Kullmann says. “But 
we’re not immune to the economic 
environment—no chemicals company 
can be immune. Nevertheless, we have 
many businesses that are less cyclical, 
like our solutions for the health-care or 
personal-care industries. Important 
milestones for becoming more resilient 
were the acquisitions of the specialty 
additives business of Air Products and 
the silica business of Huber. The sale of 
the cyclical Methacrylates business to 
Advent in July was another major step.”

Evonik’s innovation pipeline is also 
making the company more robust. “In 
2018, we had a €250-million sales 
contribution from new products that have 
been developed since 2015 in our six 
innovation growth fields—Sustainable 
Nutrition, Healthcare Solutions, 
Advanced Food Ingredients, Membranes, 
Cosmetic Solutions, and Additive 

Manufacturing—which mainly serve 
resilient end-markets,” Kullmann says. 
“These include promising projects like 
the production of omega-3 fatty acids for 
sustainable nutrition of salmon in our 
joint venture Veramaris together with 
DSM, or our PA12 powder to serve the 
attractive additive manufacturing 
market.”

Evonik recently published its vision for 
the future of specialty chemicals, based 
on scenario planning by the company’s 
scientists. The company plans to use the 
exercise to fine-tune its innovation 
programs in the years ahead.

“The project revolved around answer-
ing one key question: Which major forces 
could have a long-term impact on 

specialty chemicals companies? A 
comprehensive process of data gather-
ing and analyses brought us to five 
scenarios that could develop between 
now and 2040,” Kullmann says. “Of 
course, we cannot accurately predict the 
future, but this study gives Evonik a 
realistic glimpse into it, and it presents a 
great tool that the company can use to 
build and adjust strategies in the 
medium- and long term,” he says. 

Evonik has already begun to use the 
results of the scenario project for the 
company’s innovation processes and 
strategies, by initiating discussions on the 
impacts of the scenarios on issues such as 
the innovative environment, business 
models, customer expectations, working 
conditions, and material flows. 

“The study offers Evonik a wealth of 
information and insights, and opens the 
door to more innovation,” Kullmann says. 

Evonik is also a pace-setter in the 

ongoing digital transformation, having set 
aside a big investment budget for 
digitalization and announced partnerships 
with IT companies and academic institu-
tions. The company is weaving digitaliza-
tion into operations across the entirety of 
its businesses. 

“Digitalization is changing business, 
politics, and society,” Kullmann says. “We 
see ourselves as a pioneer of digitalization 
in the chemical industry. Our holistic 
approach helps Evonik explore opportuni-
ties in developing new digital business 
models and adapting existing processes to 
the current digital world. This is why we 
use digitalization in many areas within 
the company including R&D, marketing, 
production, supply chain and administra-

tion. In terms of sales and marketing, we 
have definitely taken the initial steps into 
the world of e-commerce with three 
on-line platforms already rolled out in the 
past two years. Moreover, we are 
currently developing artificial-intelli-
gence-based approaches to enhance or 
even enable the remote interaction with 
our customers on a technical level,” he 
adds.

A successful digital-tranformation 
program represents a cultural change for 
any company, and Evonik sees digitaliza-
tion as fundamentally altering the way 
the company operates. 

“I would stress that we don’t view 
digitalization as a separate program, 
rather an approach that is integrated 
within various functions in the organiza-
tion,” Kullmann says. “It is an approach 
to doing business that helps us to be 
more innovative and maintain our 
competitive edge in the long term.” ■

“The GCC region has a rapidly developing petrochemicals 
sector that is tightly linked to the specialty chemicals industry, 
since we can be both suppliers and customers. At Evonik, we 

are happy to look at all forms of collaboration that can foster our 
regional presence.”
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INTERVIEW

LEARNING LESSONS FROM SINGAPORE

E r. Lucas Ng, General Manager, 
Petrochemical Corporation of Singa-
pore (PCS) and a speaker at the 3rd 

GPCA Responsible Care Conference, shares 
with Insight best practices and lessons learnt 
at PCS, and the positive impact that Respon-
sible Care has had on the company and its 
employees.  

Insight: Jurong Island is considered one 
of the country’s many impressive 
engineering feats—why was the island 
built and how does it contribute to 
advancing Singapore’s petrochemical 
industry?
Lucas Ng: Jurong Island is the cornerstone 
of Singapore’s energy and chemicals 
industry, and home to a vibrant portfolio of 
more than 100 leading global petroleum, 
petrochemical, and specialty chemical 
companies. Jurong Island boasts a set of 
seamlessly integrated infrastructure 
solutions, which includes service corridors, 
logistics, and warehousing, as well as a 
comprehensive host of shared third-party 
utilities and services. These catalyzed an 
integrated ecosystem where one’s product 
becomes the feedstock of others, by 
supplying “over the fence.” With its 

dedicated “plug and play” infrastructure, 
companies are able to enjoy cost savings 
and at the same time build synergy through 
product integration.

Insight: Your presentation at the 3rd 
GPCA Responsible Care Conference in 
October will showcase EHS&S innova-
tions at Jurong Island. What best 
practices and initiatives can be extracted 
for the benefit and learning of the 
chemical industry not just in our region, 
the Arabian Gulf, but globally?
Ng: The main theme of my presentation 
will be on the Responsible Care journey 
with the Singapore Chemical Industry 
Council (SCIC) through innovations of 
HSE&S on Jurong Island, using PCS as 
an example. In my discussion I will 
further showcase PCS’s HSE transforma-
tion towards total workplace health and 
safety, encompassing environment and 
security through the Singapore Standard 
SS 506 Part 3  and Safety & Security 
Watch Group.  

The Responsible Care journey of PCS 
includes best practices and initiatives that 
regard the Responsible Care Policy as 
HSE&S policy, beyond regulatory 

compliance. They also include great 
emphasis on senior management ownership 
and responsibility, combining a top-down 
and bottom-up approach. PCS partners with 
contractors’ management in promoting both 
occupational safety and process safety, as 
well as close communication with contrac-
tors’ workers. We have also adopted the 
Responsible Care seven Codes of Manage-
ment Practices, including the Security code 
and have consistently managed to tap into 
the process-safety expertise of the Center 
for Chemical Process Safety (CCPS) in 
competency development. Finally, as part of 
my presentation I will discuss Jurong 
Island’s Vision Zero.

Insight: How have you benefited from 
Responsible Care? How important is the 
role of programs such as Responsible 

LAUNCH: Jurong Island’s Vision 
Zero Launch on 23 November 2018.

Er. Lucas Ng, General 
Manager, Petrochemical 

Corporation of Singapore, will 
speak on the Responsible 

Care journey with  
the Singapore Chemical 

Industry Council. 
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Care to ensure EHS&S excellence and 
compliance in the chemical industry?
Ng: The Responsible Care Codes of 
Management Practices cover not only 
employees and contractors, but also 
suppliers and customers. PCS regularly 
conducts Responsible Care outreach 
programs to materials and chemical 
suppliers, as well as its product custom-
ers via Distribution and Product Steward-
ship codes. This is to ensure that 
suppliers meet certain HSE requirements 
in handling their materials and chemicals 
delivered to owner workplaces. We also 
aim to ensure our products are properly 
handled in terms of transportation and 
storage, and used in compliance with 
HSE requirements as part of Responsi-
ble Care.

We won the Responsible Care Leader-
ship Award 2018 on 28 March 2019, an 
honour we have had for five years in a 
row. We also received the Excellence 
Award for all six codes of Management 
Practices.  SCIC introduced this award to 
recognise companies that have demon-
strated continued outstanding perfor-
mance in the Responsible Care program. 

Insight: The construction and vision of 
Jurong Island is an awe-inspiring engi-
neering feat. How important is maintaining 
sustainability on the island, and what is 
your contribution to PCS in ensuring that 
the highest level of sustainable chemical 
production is maintained?
Ng: In order to ensure the long-term 
competitiveness and sustainable growth 
of Jurong Island, Singapore government 
agencies have embarked on the Jurong 
Island Version 2.0 (JIv2.0) initiative. The 
initiative aims to strengthen the robust-
ness of the current system and further 
optimise Singapore’s scarce resources 
by exploring integrated innovative 
solutions.

PCS is the upstream company of the 
Singapore Petrochemical Complex. The 
Complex is located on Ayer Merbau, 
which is part of Jurong Island, formed by 
amalgamation of a group of small islands 
situated about 3.5 km off the southern 

shore of Singapore. PCS plays its role as 
the centre company in Ayer Merbau with 
the supply of ethylene, propylene, 
acetylene, and benzene as well as utilities 
and common services through its two 
ethylene cracker plants and infrastructure.

Insight: Tell us more about your “Vision 
Zero” initiative. What does it aim to achieve 
and how successful has it been so far?
Ng: We envision that every company and 
every worker in Jurong Island embrace 
the mind-set that all work-related injuries 
and ill health are preventable. 
To achieve this culture of prevention, it is 
important for companies to demonstrate 
care for their workers’ health, safety, and 
wellbeing. 
   Similarly, every employee should trust 
their employers to have their best 
interests at heart and look out for them. 
Having these cultures permeate every 
company and individual is key to foster-
ing a zero-harm work environment. In 
this cluster, companies will be exchang-
ing WSH best practices and collectively 
raising WSH standards on Jurong Island. 
We believe that our efforts to build a 
robust culture will reinforce employee 
confidence.

The Vision has been very successful since 
its formation in January 2018. The launch of 
the Cluster on 23 November 2018 signifies 
the collective commitment stakeholders 
have towards a Vision Zero mindset. 

Following its launch last November, 
PCS took the opportunity to encourage 
contractor companies to come on board 
and pledge their commitment to the Vision 
Zero movement. In keeping with the 
momentum, we held an event on contrac-
tor management and behaviour-based 
safety for Jurong Island companies that 
have pledged to this cluster.

Insight: You’ve recently had the official 
opening of PCS’s naphtha import 
facilities—how important is this for the 
company’s growth plans moving 
forward?
Ng: PCS’s naphtha import facilities give it 
more opportunities for feedstock optimi-
sation and further strengthen its competi-
tiveness. It also helps PCS continue to be 
a reliable and competitive supplier to all 
its customers. From a national point of 
view, it enhances the resilience of 
Singapore’s energy and chemicals 
industry and improves the sector’s overall 
competitiveness. ■

LEADERS: SCIC’s Responsible 
Care Leadership Award 2018.
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FEATURE

UREA PRICES, MARGINS RECOVER 
AS AMMONIA FACES OVERSUPPLY

T he ammonia market is in oversup-
ply after several new projects 
started up in different parts of the 

world in 2018 and the first half of 2019. 
Ammonia prices have been on a down-
ward slide for 50 consecutive weeks since 
September 2018. Unlike ammonia, urea 
and nitrates—the main ammonia deriva-
tive products—although also suffering 
from oversupply, saw a strong seasonal 
recovery in prices during the first half of 
2019. Recently, the upgrade margin for 
urea production has been moving around 
USD 100, the highest level since 2012. 

The upgrade margin is the additional 
earning per metric ton of urea if the due 
amount of ammonia is processed into 
urea instead of being sold as merchant 
ammonia at the market price.

Georgy Eliseev, Principal Analyst/
Ammonia at IHS Markit Fertecon 
Agribusiness Intelligence, will show in a 
presentation at the 10 th GPCA Fertilizer 

Convention in Muscat, Oman, on 24-26 
September that “the market rebalancing 
mechanism used to work well before the 
beginning of 2018, and we can clearly 
see in the chart that if the ammonia price 
goes too high with respect to urea, the 
integrated producers maximize their 
merchant ammonia output and reduce 
the supply of urea, and the upgrade 
margin turns from positive to negative, 
and vice-versa.” However, since January 
2018, “the urea upgrade margin has 
always been positive, and we don’t see 
any correction, contrarily, the margin 

gets higher and higher,” Eliseev will say. 
“Why do producers not swing to more 
efficient urea production?”

Eliseev explains that the number of 
integrated ammonia/urea producers that 
are flexible to swing from ammonia to 
urea is limited. The market mechanism 
works well until the oversupply is not too 
big. There are many plants with old 

technology that cannot process all their 
ammonia into urea because of the CO2 
balance, and if they want to maximize 
their urea output, they inevitably 
increase their merchant ammonia output.

There is another reason why the 
market incentive has not reduced 
ammonia output adequately, according to 
Eliseev. The reduction in the price of 
natural gas, the main feedstock for 
ammonia production, makes the cost 
curve lower and flatter. The low-cost 
producers are not affected, but the 
marginal producers become much more 
competitive than before. This is why 
many plants in Europe and Asia, which 
would have stopped their ammonia 
output and started to import cheap 
ammonia in the case of low ammonia 
prices, now can afford low prices and 
continue to produce.

Ammonia and urea prices were 
relatively high in 2012-14, which led to a 
wave of new investment projects in North 
America, North and West Africa, the 
Middle East, Russia, and Southeast 
Asia. These cheap-gas regions have 
replaced China as a focus of growth in 
the industry. But, with prices declining 
considerably since 2014, not so many 
new investment decisions were taken, 
and the wave of new capacity start-ups 
reached a peak after 2018. However, this 
new capacity has destroyed the market’s 
equilibrium.

Three merchant ammonia plants 
successfully launched in 2018-19. They 
are in the US, the Yara/BASF JV at 
Freeport, Texas; in Russia, the Euro-
Chem North-West Ammonia plant at 
Kingisepp; and in Indonesia, the PAU 
plant in Sulawesi. The plants are 
changing traditional merchant ammonia 
trade flows. Import substitution in the 

Note: Urea production margin is calculated at 0.58 t of ammonia per 1 t of urea and after 
deduction of processing costs per t of urea. Source: Fertecon cost model. © 2019 IHS Markit.
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INTERVIEW

USA is squeezing ammonia produced in 
Trinidad and Tobago from the US import 
market, causing this product to seek new 
destinations and compete with other 
exporters for market share in Africa, 
Europe, and the Far East. EuroChem’s 
new plant on the Baltic shore is feeding 
the company’s downstream fertilizer 
plants in Belgium, Lithuania, and Russia, 
but replaces volumes previously sourced 
from the merchant market and is chal-
lenging ammonia exports from Yuzhny, 
Ukraine, to look for new outlets. The new 
plant in Indonesia is reducing the 
traditional shortage of ammonia “East 
from Suez” and starting to compete with 
Arab Gulf producers in the Indian market.

New plants usually start slowly, 
ramping up over several years before 
reaching full capacity, which leaves time 
for demand to catch up. However, the 
new plants started smoothly, and some of 

them even report that output exceeds 
nominal capacity.

According to Eliseev, the key factor is 
weak demand for merchant ammonia in 
2018-19. Bad weather in North America 
reduced the “window” for the direct 
application of ammonia in the fall 2018 and 
spring 2019 seasons, and considerably 
reduced demand. A poor phosphate 
market is also depressing demand for 
ammonia. Finally, industrial applications of 
ammonia, such as caprolactam, acryloni-
trile, and other chemicals—which have 
often saved the ammonia market—have 
now lost their dynamic. Consequently, the 
growth of ammonia imports into China and 
the Far East is slowing. Phosphates and 
the chemical segment consume much less 
ammonia than urea production, but the two 
sectors dominate the merchant ammonia 
market and influence ammonia prices 
much more strongly.

The outlook, however, is not so 
pessimistic. There are very few new 
projects to add ammonia capacity in the 
pipeline. The Middle East is the only 
region where a new merchant ammonia 
plant is under construction: the Salalah 
Methanol Company in Oman, due to be 
completed in 2021. More merchant 
ammonia may come onstream in 2023-24 
from Saudi Arabia, if Wa’ad Al Shamal 
starts a new phosphate complex with the 
launch of its ammonia plant, to be 
completed later with a phosphate 
granulation facility. Demand is cyclical 
and will slowly catch up with supply. 
Eliseev indicates that the ammonia 
market is very volatile and sensitive to 
marginal supply/demand changes, such 
as unexpected maintenance stops or 
regional shortages due to unusually 
strong demand, which may change the 
picture dramatically and very quickly. ■

SAFETY MATTERS

A lexa Burr, Director, System Programs, Global Industry Services, American Petroleum 
Institute, and a speaker at the 3rd GPCA Responsible Care Conference, discusses 
safety, sustainability, and promoting environmental responsibility at global chemical 

and petroleum firms. 

Insight: Who is the American Petroleum 
Institute and what is your vision?
Alexa Burr: At the American Petroleum 
Institute, we are the problem solvers who 
tackle the world’s greatest energy 
challenges – meeting growing demand, 
fueling economic growth and creating a 
better tomorrow. API and our members 
help meet the world’s growing energy 
demand with safe, responsible opera-
tions. We are also focused on finding 
solutions in the oil and gas industry that: 
meet demand with safe, responsible 
operations; reduce our environmental 
impact; promote free markets and free 
trade; support cost-effective, risk-based 
regulation; and, develop a diverse, 
skilled workforce. API’s more than 600 

members operate globally and include 
large integrated companies, as well as 
exploration and production, refining, 
marketing, pipeline, and marine busi-
nesses, and service and supply firms. 

API’s Global Industry Services (GIS) 
division promotes safety, environmental 
protection, and sustainability across the 
natural gas and oil industry, globally. 
Through valuable products, programs, 
services, and standards, GIS supports 
improved employee and operational 
safety and efficiency throughout the oil 
and natural gas supply chain. 

 
Insight: What are some of the key 
elements that make for a good process 
safety strategy?

“API’s Global Industry 
Services division promotes 

safety, environmental 
protection, and 
sustainability.”  

Alexa Burr, Director,  
System Programs.

(Continued on p15)
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INTERVIEW

Burr: We believe that the most important 
element of a good process safety 
strategy is a commitment to a culture of 
safety and continuous improvement. Our 
members continuously look for opportu-
nities to enhance safety and recognize 
that an effective means to improve 
process safety performance throughout 
the industry is to learn from each other. 
While petroleum operations involve risks, 
they can be effectively managed and/or 
eliminated when appropriate measures 
are taken. Operating safely is the most 
basic feature of business efficiency and 
has proven to improve productivity.

API’s Process Safety Site Assessment 
Program – or PSSAP – is specifically 

designed for the refining and petrochem-
ical industry. During a PSSAP assess-
ment, a team of independent, third-party 
process safety experts spend about a 
week at an industrial facility, working 
with employees and leadership (across 
all shifts) to fully understand the current 
process safety systems. Following the 
assessment, the PSSAP team provides 
observations, opportunities for improve-
ment, and benchmarking data that can 
be used to enhance process safety and 
improve outcomes at the facility. 

Insight: The role of technology is 
becoming increasingly more important in 
companies’ safety procedures. But how 
much of a company’s good safety record 
is about the human element and having 
the right processes and controls?  
Burr: A good safety record relies first 
and foremost on each person being 
committed to a culture of safety. Tech-
nology is, and always will be an 

important part of safety procedures 
– but, there is no substitute for collabora-
tion of subject matter experts, field 
implementation and the sharing of 
experiences at industry sites to help 
facilities drive improvement. A robust 
safety culture is one where everybody 
feels personally responsible for their 
actions, including the consequences of 
those actions. This includes a willing-
ness at all levels to raise concerns, 
disclose mistakes, and work together to 
respond to and resolve issues. This 
becomes a positively‐reinforcing cycle, 
as issue resolution encourages more 
error‐reporting, which in turn can help 
organizations identify issues earlier, 

before they lead to more serious 
consequences.     

Specific to process safety, when a 
PSSAP assessment is done, the third-
party expert teams specifically address 
protocols that fall under the “human 
element,” including one on leadership 
and incident learning. And, they spend a 
considerable amount of time with staff in 
the field to determine how procedures 
and programs are being used and 
implemented, as well as sharing lessons 
learned from their experiences. 

As one of our key stakeholders 
described, “… One of the most important 
takeaways of the process was the 
opportunity for our staff to learn through 
engagements with the assessors …The 
auditors had a wealth of plant experience 
that allowed them to dive into the key 
aspects related to the health of our 
overall process safety management …”

Insight: Tell us a little more about API’s 

new initiatives on process safety – an 
important topic that delegates can learn 
more about at the upcoming 3rd GPCA 
Responsible Care Conference.
Burr: API’s PSSAP is an initiative that is 
effective for refineries of all sizes; it 
promotes step changes in performance, 
through the sharing of experiences and 
industry’s practices, and serves as a 
feedback mechanism to identify industry 
trends and patterns. PSSAP helps facilities 
benchmark their programs to help each site 
prevent a process safety event. 

During a PSSAP assessment, a team of 
independent, third-party process safety 
experts spend about a week at an industrial 
facility, working with employees and 
leadership (across all shifts) to fully under-
stand the current process safety systems. 

Following the assessment, the PSSAP 
team provides observations, opportunities 
for improvement, and benchmarking data 
that can be used to enhance process safety 
and improve outcomes at the facility. 

Benchmarking is one of the most 
valuable offerings of PSSAP. With the site’s 
permission, protocol question scores are 
blindly placed in a database to allow a site 
to compare its performance to the industry 
and identify areas for improvement. It also 
allows the industry to measure its progress 
over time.  

Insight: And lastly, but importantly, as a 
woman in a male-dominated industry 
– what are some of the main challenges 
that you’ve faced on your way up, and 
what piece of advice would you give to 
other female leaders looking to have a 
career in the industry? 
Burr: The one piece of advice that I often 
give to other young women – in any industry 
– is to advocate for yourself.  Don’t be afraid 
to advocate for yourself, whether it is for the 
ability to work on new projects or for your 
compensation and benefits. And, most 
importantly, don’t be afraid to have fun! The 
best part of any job is your co-workers, so 
make time to build those relationships and 
enjoy your time in the office. ■

“The auditors had a wealth of plant experience that allowed 
them to dive into the key aspects related to the health of our 

overall process safety management...”

(Continued from p13)
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