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Welcome 
to the first 
issue of 
GPCA 
Insight for 
2018 and 
to what 
is already 

proving to be a busy year for 
GPCA and the industry.

As you can see on this and 
following pages, we have a 
number of important events 
planned for March and May, 
covering the areas of innova-
tion, plastics conversion,  
Responsible Care and the  
supply chain. 

Three of these events have 
significant awards programmes 
attached, to recognize and 
reward the best efforts of mem-
bers in terms of innovation, 
EH&S performance and supply 
chain efficiency.

We take a look in more depth, 
through interviews with speakers 
at the R&I event, at digitalization 
and Industry 4.0 and what they 
mean for GCC petrochemical 
producers. And report on devel-
opments in the circular economy.

And we examine what the EU 
is doing to promote the circular 
economy in plastics packaging 
– which will be of fundamental 
importance to GCC producers 
doing business there.

Dr Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun 
Secretary General, GPCA
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Plastic producers and processors will hear the latest thinking on innovation, sustainability  
and the circular economy at GPCA’s first two major events of the year

GPCA drives dialogue on  
circular economy and R&I 

GPCA is hosting its ninth 
PlastiCon and fifth 
Research & Innovation 

(R&I) Summit in Dubai, on 
11-13 March and 14-15 March, 
respectively.

This year’s PlastiCon, an annual 
event that caters to the plastics 
segment of the petrochemical 
industry, focuses on the chang-
ing regulatory environment and 
increasing expectations that the 
plastics industry adopt more 
sustainable practices. 

The various sessions draw from 
expert knowledge of the circu-
lar economy for plastics, with a 
focus on recycling, regulation 
and export opportunities. 

Key speakers include Abdul-
rahman Al-Fageeh, EVP Petro-
chemicals at SABIC, speaking 
on the circular economy, and 
Javier Constante, Commercial 
VP, Packaging and Specialty 

Plastics – Europe at Dow Eu-
rope, who will be talking about 
redefining plastics production.

To create a culture of inno-
vation in the GCC chemical 
industry, the GPCA Research & 
Innovation Summit, addresses 
the theme ‘Capitalizing on in-
novation: A growth imperative’, 
from both the process and the 
environmental angles. 

This year’s summit focuses on 

opportunities within start-ups 
and technology incubators, 
while highlighting specific 
successes within innovation in 
the Arabian Gulf petrochemical 
and chemical industry. 

Experts will highlight advanc-
es in polymer downstream 
innovation that remains a key 
growth driver. The keynote 
speaker is Dr. David Houn-
shell, Professor at Carnegie 
Mellon University.

PlastiCon will host the pres-
entation of the eighth GPCA 
Plastics Excellence Awards. 
These recognize industry 
excellence, best practice 
and innovation across the 
polymer value chain in the 
Arabian Gulf.

The awards bestow ac-
colades on companies 
and individuals across six 
different categories for their 
outstanding achievements in 
the field of plastics con-
version, plastics process 
improvement and product 

development.

A student category, ‘Fikra: 
Rising Stars of the Plastics 
Industry Competition’ recog-
nizes students for exception-
al contributions to plastics 
research.

Plastics Excellence Awards winners to be revealed

Abdulrahman Al-Fageeh (left) and David Hounshell are 
keynote speakers at PlastiCon and R&I, respectively
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Responsible Care 
conference in May

Supply chains benefit from collaboration

GPCA’s second Responsible Care event will highlight best 
practice and recognize achievement through its annual awards

 New position
paper high-
 lights waste
challenge
GPCA has released a  
position paper entitled 
‘GCC Industrial Waste 
Management: Paving the 
Road for Implementing 
Best Practices and Duty of 
Care’. The document aims 
to highlight the challeng-
es arising from industrial 
waste management from 
the chemical industry with-
in the GCC, and identify 
the potential benefits and 
opportunities for stake-
holder collaboration. 

It also highlights key areas 
of concern, such as lack 
of a consistent regulatory 
framework and industrial 
waste management infra-
structure across the GCC.

GPCA will be holding its 
second Responsible 
Care Conference in 

Dubai on 6-8 May 2018, with 
the theme of ‘Responsible Care 
– The Competitive Advantage’. 

The conference will showcase 

the best of regional learnings 
across the chemical and petro-
chemical sector and define the 
future direction of Responsible 
Care companies in the region. 

World-class industry leaders will 
share their accomplishments in 
the areas of environment, health 
safety & security (EHS&S) 
across the entire value chain. 
The keynote speaker is Eng. 
Khalid S. Al-Mudaifer, President 
and CEO, Ma’aden, who will 
address the topic of Respon-
sible Care’s contribution to the 
bottom line. 

The conference provides a 
unique opportunity to network 
and learn from renowned inter-
national and regional industry 
experts about leadership, EHS&S 
operational advancements, 
regulatory collaboration, and the 
industry’s future direction. 

The program is split into six 
sessions over the two days 
following a first day workshop 
on ‘Achieving excellence 
through RC codes’. These are: 
covering the following topics: 
the boardroom perspective, 
leveraging human factors to 
drive results, regional prior-
ities, the voice of our stake-
holders, building organization-
al resilience, and defining the 
future direction

On the final day, GPCA will 
announce the winners of its 
annual Responsible Care 
Awards, designed to honor 
companies and individuals that 
have demonstrated leadership 
and outstanding performance 
in the implementation and ex-
ecution of Responsible Care in 
the two years prior to the award 
submission. 

Winners will be presented with 
their prizes in a number of 
award categories: Occupation-
al health, safety and security, 
Process safety, Environment 
and resource utilization, Prod-
uct stewardship, Rising star, 
and Logistics service provider 
Responsible Care.

Eng. Khalid S. Al-Mudaifer will 
make the keynote address 

T he conference will 
address topics of 
organizational health 

and culture and focus on 
collaboration as a key driver of 
growth and a cornerstone of 
supply chain transformation. 

Recent studies suggest that 
more than 80% of organizations 
globally agree that increasing 
collaboration with internal and 
external stakeholders can drive 

bottom line results and reduce 
costs of supply chain functions. 

The keynote address will be 
made by Dr. Robert de Souza, 
Executive Director, The Logistics 
Institute – Asia Pacific, on global 
trends in business continuity for 
supply chain organizations.

GPCA will announce the win-
ners in the third GPCA Supply 
Chain Excellence Awards at the 

meeting. This year, the awards 
feature a new category recog-
nizing collaboration between 
logistics service providers and 
petrochemical producers. 

The awards will bring together 
the cream of the industry to 
network, share best practices 
and celebrate achievements 
over the past 12 months.

The 10th GPCA Supply Chain Conference will take place in 
Dubai on 9-10 May this year with the theme ‘Collaboration  
for growth: A cultural transformation’ 

The winners of the 2017 Supply Chain Excellence Awards 

الـتـزامـنا نحـو االستدامة
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WFE emphasizes public sustainability role
GPCA’s Waste Free Environ-
ment campaign, which ran 
last month for the sixth time, 
is increasingly important in the 
drive towards sustainability

February saw GPCA runs 
its sixth Waste Free 
Environment (WFE) cam-

paign, with companies in the 
GCC region and other coun-
tries organizing plastics waste 
collections and other public 
awareness events.

The WFE initiative looks 
ever-more timely, given public 
and government pressures on 
plastics waste, especially in the 
world’s oceans. GPCA notes 
that WEF is also in line with the 
GCC’s drive towards sustainabili-

Performance and 
M&A on AGM agenda
GPCA is holding its Annual 
General Assembly on 5 March 
in Dubai. A public session is 
planned with two topics on the 
agenda. The subject of ‘Accel-

GPCA/GSO sign MoU
on GCC standards 
GPCA and Gulf Standard-
ization Organization (GSO) 
have signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) to 
collaborate on developing 
world-class standards for the 
chemical and petrochemical 
industry in the GCC.

The MoU was signed by 
Dr. Abdulwahab Al Sadoun, 
Secretary General, GPCA, and 
H.E. Mr. Nabil Amin Mulla, 
Secretary General, GSO 

Reports on 
2017 activity 
and Annual 
Forum issued 

GPCA has just issued its 
2017 Annual Report and a 
post-event report on last 
year’s Annual GPCA Forum 
held in November in Dubai.
The Annual Report provides 
an overview of GPCA’s main 
projects and activities and 
highlights the milestones 
achieved during the past year. 

The post-event report of the 
12th Annual GPCA Forum 
offers a summary of the pro-
gram sessions and highlights 
contributions from world-class 
speakers who shared insights 
on a range of topics. The 
forum hosted the first GPCA 
Legacy Award ceremony and 
its second Leaders of Tomor-
row event.

ty and conservation of resources.

In 2017, the campaign expand-
ed its reach to four continents, 
13 countries and 23 cities. This 
year, the campaign, which ran 
from 18-22 February, focused 
on the importance of plastic re-

Some of last year’s WFE campaign volunteers in action

erating Performance in the GCC 
Chemicals Industry’, will be  
addressed by Dr. Markus 
Wiesner, Managing Partner 
Consulting IMENA, Heidrick & 

(pictured). It aims to establish 
a close cooperation framework 
between the two organizations 
in areas of mutual interest such 
as technical standards and reg-
ulations, consumer protection, 
environment and public health.

The MoU further stipulates 
the establishment of working 
groups comprising technical 
experts from industry and GSO 
to pave the way for adoption 
of internationally recognized 

cycling and fostering collective 
responsibility among GCC res-
idents. Over the last two years, 
WFE has shifted away from being 
a clean-up campaign to expand 
its reach and create greater 
awareness about the importance 
of recycling, responsible litter dis-

posal and the benefits of plastics 
in modern day life.

As part of this year’s campaign, 
GPCA members organized 
school visits to engage with 
students in addition to taking 
part in environmental clean-ups 
and public awareness events. 
These were designed to reach 
out to thousands of community 
members and raise awareness 
about the importance of the 3Rs 
[reduce, reuse, recycle] and the 
role of plastics in sustainability.

WFE is one of the key initia-
tives launched by GPCA as 
part of its commitment to The 
Declaration of the Global Plas-
tics Associations for Solutions 
on Marine Litter.

best practices on Dangerous 
Goods Transportation, Global 
Harmonization System and 
Industrial Waste.

On an industry and regional 
level, the MoU is aimed at 
advancing the chemical and 
industry in the GCC.

Struggles, while Thomas Rings, 
Partner at A.T. Kearney, will 
present on ‘Mergers & Acquisi-
tions in the Chemical Industry’. 

Dr. Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun, Sec-
retary General, GPCA, will deliver 
the opening remarks and Yousef 
Al-Benyan, Chairman, GPCA, will 
present the welcome note.
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Protecting IP and free trade
Intellectual property and trade defense issues were the focus of two recent GPCA workshops

Over 90 industry pro-
fessionals attended 
two recent workshops 

organized by GPCA on Trade 
Defense Strategies (held in Jan-
uary in Muscat, Oman) and on 
IP Awareness (held in Decem-
ber in Al Khobar, Saudi Arabia). 

The trade defense strategies 
workshop was organized by 
GPCA in the light of rising 
protectionism and the new 
challenges to global trade 
from countries utilizing trade 
defense methods as a means 
to guard and boost their local 
industries. 

The workshop was facilitated 
by Charles Julien and Richard 
King of White & Case LLP, who 
provided an overview of global 
trade agreements which contain 
provisions for trade remedies 
and dispute settlement. 

Attendees learned how to calcu-
late dumping and injury margins, 
as well as gain knowledge on 
ways to address injury in key 

markets by learning how to make 
best use of GPCA’s Early Warn-
ing System. GPCA is focusing 
its efforts on spreading more 
awareness within the industry 
on the various trade defense 
instruments available under the 
global framework of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO). 

It is also facilitating the sharing 
of knowledge on various strat-
egies to mitigate risks of trade 
remedy initiations in export 

GPCA 
outreach 
kicks off 
at SABIC

markets, alongside the GCC’s 
own trade remedy system that 
GPCA member companies 
can utilize to safeguard their 
internal markets.

As an export-oriented indus-
try, the GCC chemical and 
petrochemical industry has 
been affected by anti-dumping 
initiations. From 1995 to 2016, 
the sector faced 46 anti-dump-
ing initiations.

The IP (intellectual property) 
workshop, the third run by 
GPCA, was held in partnership 
with Saudi Aramco and focused 
on the practice and implemen-
tation of IP as well as the im-
portant issues of protecting IP 
in the GCC region and around 
the world. 

Several experts from Saudi 
Aramco addressed issues such 
as IP strategy and start-ups 
and regulating and monitoring 
IP practices online, while a 
SABIC presentation looked at 
patent licensing.

Industry/government meet on chemical safety

GPCA staff and senior 
SABIC executives met 
in December last year at 

the Saudi major’s main prem-
ises in Jubail. In a two-hour 
presentation, GPCA highlighted 
some of the key initiatives and 
programs it is championing in 
the GCC region and globally. 
The meeting opened with wel-
coming remarks by Ahamd Al 
Sheik, EVP Manufacturing,  
SABIC. GPCA hopes to con-
duct similar outreach activities 
with other companies this year.

Chemical industry and 
GCC government col-
laboration on the issues 

of chemical management and 
hazardous waste was the aim 
of a December roundtable 
workshop organized by SABIC 
at its headquarters in Riyadh, 
Saudi Arabia. 

The event, described as a 
unique initiative, was intended 
to establish a forum to tackle 
these important issues in a 
way that effectively addresses 
chemical management risks 

and leverages industrial hazard-
ous waste opportunities.

Ahmed Ajabnoor, Director Cor-
porate Sustainability Assurance, 

Ma’aden, and Yasser Alsharani, 
Logistics Services Manager,  
Sadara, presented two impor-
tant industry initiatives –  
Responsible Care and Gulf 

SQAS – designed to enhance 
the health, safety and environ-
mental performance of chemi-
cal producers in the region.

Attendees exchanged knowledge 
and explored new opportunities 
for collaboration in the areas 
of industrial hazardous waste; 
carriage of dangerous goods by 
road; and the Global Harmoni-
zation System (GHS). The focus 
was on addressing risks and 
building on opportunities, related 
to people, the environment and 
overall chemicals management.

GPCA staff and SABIC execu-
tives at the outreach event

Industry and government representatives outside SABIC HQ
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Digitalization could completely change 
the way the petrochemical industry 
operates. But, until now, the sector 

has been unable to grasp the opportuni-
ties, causing certain disdain for yet another 
promised “industrial revolution”.

The way petrochemical plants operate has 
come a long way since their inception, but 
some analysts argue that the next big shift 
will come from artificial intelligence (AI) and 
remote control of operations.

Middle East chemical majors are making large 
investments in digitalization, and “big data” 
has become the new mantra for corporate 
boards anxious to catch the train of, poten-
tially, more efficient and leaner operations.

However, chemical companies in the GCC 
region – the center of the Middle East 
petrochemical industry – may only reap the 
fruits of their higher investments in R&D in 
a few decades, as their starting point lags 
behind peers in Europe or the US.

That is the opinion of a US professor who 
has been studying industrial R&D for dec-

GCC chemical producers are keen to invest in R&D and digitalization to  
improve their competitiveness, but it will take time and may not deliver all  
that advocates promise, says leading academic David Hounshell

A long and difficult road

Jonathan Lopez ICIS

Blockchain to make markets safer?
The latest buzzword is blockchain, which 
promoters believe could revolutionize 
trade, making the marketplace a more 
transparent, safer space.

However, corporates’ intrinsic reluctance 
to full transparency – trades being the 
sacrosanct secret – as well as problems 
of security may dampen blockchain’s 
prospects, for now.

“In blockchain there is the problem of 

security and, as of now, that is not guar-
anteed because these systems are still 
hackable,” says Hounshell.

“Here in the US, DARPA [the country’s 
publicly funded Defense Advanced  
Research Projects Agency] is investing 
a lot of money on this and, of course, 
there is private investment as well, such 
as from IBM, which has staked a good 
deal of its future on blockchain-based 
systems development.”

ades. David Hounshell, Professor of Tech-
nology and Social Change at Pittsburgh’s 
Carnegie Mellon University, is the co-author 
of a well-read book among chemical indus-
try watchers: ‘Science and Corporate Strat-
egy. DuPont R&D, 1902–1980’, an essay 
published in 1988 analyzing the US chemical 
major’s industrial research policies.

He is also the author of ‘From the American 
System to Mass Production, 1800-1932: 
The Development of Manufacturing Tech-
nology in the US’, published in 1984.

GCC investing in innovation
“In terms of R&D, the Middle East is rela-
tively new. Middle East firms have made 
important investments and have targeted 
especially two areas regarding research: 
basic process development and delivering 
more specialty products. And they have 
seen some success even though R&D 
spending in the Middle East is comparative-
ly modest,” says Hounshell.

“There has been great competition among 
specialized engineering firms to grasp the 
opportunities of basic process development 
targeted for the Middle East.  Process-ori-
ented R&D has, of course, been a constant 

among chemical firms globally, as has the 
perceived need among producers to move 
downstream to diversify their business.”

However, R&D needs both private and 
public infrastructure to thrive and the 
Middle East may be lacking the latter. And, 
while companies can attract talent with high 
salaries and good employment packages, 
the lack of well-established academic insti-
tutions weakens their purpose, prompting 
them to try another strategy – going global.

“Some Middle East firms have tried to 
globalize their R&D so as to tap into more 
long-standing and renowned academic 
research centers, and that is a complex 
process,” says Hounshell.

However, despite the big investments in digi-
talization, the pace of change has so far been 

“Change caused by 
big data will probably 
occur more slowly and 
less completely than its 

prophets have promised”

David Hounshell
Professor of Technology 

and Social Change, 
Carnegie Mellon University
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slow. Petrochemical plants operate and look 
pretty much like they did decades ago. 

Digitalization remains a buzzword which 
can adorn an investor presentation, but 
implementing a coherent strategy remains a 
territory many companies struggle with.

In a report titled ‘Why digital strategies 
fail’, analysts at McKinsey recently pointed 
to five digital-related pitfalls which are 
daunting most economic sectors. The 
analysts described the “fuzzy definitions” 
surrounding digitalization and how a good 
number of board members still describe 
digital as synonymous of IT functions.

Misunderstanding the economics of digital 
by applying modern industry’s parameters; 
overlooking both digitizing incumbents and 
the upcoming interconnected ecosystems; 
as well as misreading the “duality of digital” 
and how current corporate structures would 
fare better by embracing digitalization rather 
than fighting it completed the list of pitfalls.

The truth may lie somewhere in the middle. 
While AI, as it has been promised, could 
potentially change how most things in in-
dustry work, the change will not be sudden 
and its advent will need to defeat scepti-
cism from those who, still, understand R&D 
as it was conceived in the 20th century.

Opposite to the European CEO would be 
those who actually think he is the one who 
is not getting it, and would easily classify 

him as a corporate leader who is failing to 
grasp the imminent big shift.

“Companies’ board members and man-
agers have a very high level of awareness 
about digitalization and its possibilities. In 
many economic sectors, digitalization is 
actually being pushed by customers who 
are asking for more transparency, better 
service, and more reliable deliveries. 

“Consumers’ requirements then move up 
the supply chain,” says Ann Vereecke, 
Professor of Operations and Supply Chain 
Management at the Vlerick Business 
School in Belgium.

Slow pace of digitalization
“What explains why the petrochemical in-
dustry is not too advanced in digitalizing their 
supply chain activities? This sector is pretty 
much upstream, it’s not close to the final 
customers. Therefore, it takes a bit of time for 
digitalization to move up to producers.”

However, managing an AI-type cultural shift 
within a large manufacturing company – and 
the chemical industry is dominated by global 
players – would also present problems 
related to insiders’ commitment or even 
awareness about the supposedly big shift.

Furthermore, humans well adapted to 
an environment tend to be resentful of 
steep change and may resist it, a problem 
that Carnegie Mellon University’s Hounshell 
has observed among corporates during the 

many decades he has spent studying their 
R&D policies.

The prospects of remotely controlled 
petrochemical plants and leaner operations 
might be music to the ears’ of corporate 
leaders who hope for safer, more efficient 
and cheaper operations.

Hounshell is, however, more sceptical about 
the potential big shift industry would be 
about to experience because of AI. While 
investments in R&D have started to rocket, 
both from the private sector but especially 
from public institutions, he shares with the 
European CEO the fear that, despite the 
prospect of dominating the science of data 
gathering, goods will at the end have to be 
moved from the plant to the customer.

“I am sceptical about whether those invest-
ments will bring the promised revolutionary 
changes, simply because there is a lot 
of mass out there. Be it in chemicals or 
automobiles, stuff doesn’t move at the rate 
that information moves,” says Hounshell. 
“Change caused by big data will probably 
occur more slowly and less completely than 
its prophets have promised.”

Vereecke says that some companies are 
actually changing the paradigm completely 
and embracing digital innovation as a key, 
across-the-board strategy which touches 
everyone and everything from top to bottom. 

“In interviews, some chemical producers 
told me that the logistics service providers 
are actually the ones bringing innovation into 
their supply chain. I saw quite a few compa-
nies that are really working on changing the 
culture to embrace digital innovation, and 
some are even building ‘innovation cells’ 
or digital offices: a part of the organization 
that has a mandate to experiment and has 
incentives to innovate,” she says.

While sceptical about steep changes due 
to AI which are yet to materialize, Hounshell 
conceded that big data, AI and machine 
learning could actually help the chemical in-
dustry overcome one of its chronic problems: 
overcapacities. However, this will depend on 
the availability, quality, and verity of the data, 
because companies do not share all the infor-
mation they generate, “even on an intra-firm 
basis.” Transparency is again the key word to 
make things work.
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Europe accelerates the drive  
towards a circular economy 

John Baker ICIS
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The European Commission is putting great store in a strategy to address  
plastics packaging waste as part of its circular economy package

W ith growing pressure from gov-
ernments, environment groups 
and the public around the world 

to reduce plastics waste, the concept of 
the circular economy is finding a resonance 
with all involved, including the chemical 
industry. 

Producers of plastics, and suppliers of 
the likes of ethylene, propylene, styrene 
and monoethylene glycol (MEG) into the 
polymers chain, need to watch develop-
ments closely and may need to adjust their 
business models accordingly.

The European Commission is taking a 
leading role in the drive to the circular econ-
omy, which seeks to encourage resource 
efficiency and re-use and recycling, at the 
same time minimizing the amount of waste 
produced.

In mid-January this year, the Commission 
issued an important Communication estab-
lishing ‘A European Strategy for Plastics in 
a Circular Economy’. This is the “first-ever” 
Europe-wide strategy on plastics in what 
the Commission describes as “a bid to 
protect the planet, defend its citizens and 
empower its industries”.

Under the new plans, all plastic packag-
ing on the EU market will be recyclable 
by 2030, with consumption of single-use 
plastics reduced and the intentional use 
of microplastics restricted. It has also set 
a target of 55% for actual recycling by 
2030.

Currently, Europeans generate 25 million 
tons of plastic waste each year, but less 
than 30% is collected for recycling. Euro-

pean plastics consumption in 2015 was 49 
million tons, with 40% going into packag-
ing. Of the total plastics waste generated, 
59% was from packaging.

The EU has also committed to making 
recycling profitable for businesses; to curb 
plastic waste; to stop littering at sea; to 
drive investment and innovation, 
and to spur change across 
the world.

The Commission 
stated that the 
new rules on 
packaging, 
alongside a 
better and 
standardized 
system for 
the separate 
collection 
and sorting of 
waste, will save 
around €100/
tonne of waste 
collected, delivering 
greater added value 
for a more competitive, 
resilient plastics industry.

PVC and PS/EPS hit hardest
With European legislation having already 
led to a significant reduction in plastic 
bag use, the new plans will turn to other 
single-use plastics. 

The imperative to make plastics packag-
ing recyclable is likely to hit lower volume 
and harder-to-recycle polymers hardest 
– such as PVC, polystyrene and expanded 
polystyrene.

On the investment and innovation drive, the 

Commission says it will provide an “addi-
tional €100m financing” for the develop-
ment of smarter and more recyclable plas-
tic materials, making recycling processes 
more efficient and tracing and removing 
hazardous substances and contaminants 
from recycled plastics.

“If we don’t change the way we 
produce and use plastics, 

there will be more plas-
tics than fish in our 

oceans by 2050. 
We must stop 

plastics getting 
into our water, 
our food, 
and even our 
bodies,” said 
the Commis-
sion’s First 
Vice President 

Frans Timmer-
mans, responsi-

ble for sustaina-
ble development.

“With the EU Plas-
tics Strategy we are also 

driving a new and more circular 
business model. We need to invest in 

innovative new technologies that keep our 
citizens and our environment safe whilst 
keeping our industry competitive.”

Responding to the Communication, the 
European trade group for plastics pro-
ducers PlasticsEurope said that plastics 
manufacturers are still targeting a 60% 
recycling level for plastics by 2030, slightly 
higher than the European Commission’s 
55% target. 

The Commission strategy calls for all 
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“With our plastic strat-
egy we are laying the 

foundations for a  
new circular plastics 
economy and driving 

investment”

Jyrki Katainen
Vice President, European 
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plastic packaging on the EU market to 
be recyclable by 2030. However, Plas-
ticsEurope is not confident that this target 
can be achieved.

“We, the European plastics manufactur-
ers, are committed to ensure high rates of 
reuse and recycling with the ambition to 
reach 60% for plastic packaging by 2030,” 
a statement from its Executive Director 
Karl-H. Foerster said.

“This will help achieve our goal of 100% 
reuse, recycling and recovery of all plastics 
packaging at European level by 2040.”

Key indicators to monitor progress 
The Commission added that, in relation to 
the plastics strategy, it has adopted a mon-
itoring framework, composed of a set of 
10 key indicators which cover each phase 
of the cycle, which will measure progress 
towards the transition to a circular economy 
at EU and national level.

“With our plastic strategy we are laying 
the foundations for a new circular plastics 
economy, and driving investment towards 
it,” said Vice President Jyrki Katainen.

“This will help to reduce plastic litter in 
land, air and sea while also bringing new 
opportunities for innovation, competitive-
ness and high quality jobs. This is a great 
opportunity for European industry to de-
velop global leadership in new technology 
and materials.”

In a press conference after the release of 
the new strategy, Katainen confirmed that a 
potential tax on plastics had been explored 
but it has yet to find a feasible method of 
doing so and he is unsure whether one will 
be found.

“Some of our member states have used 
fiscal measures to reduce single-use plastic 
bags and it has functioned well at a national 
level.

“In the same spirit, we will look at the 
opportunities, but I have doubts that we’ll 
find a functioning method to tax plastics,” 
he added.

“This will help to reduce plastic litter in 
land, air and sea while also bringing new 
opportunities for innovation, competitive-

ness and high quality jobs. This is a great 
opportunity for European industry to de-
velop global leadership in new technology 
and materials.”

As part of its drive to a circular economy 
in plastics, the Commission is expected 
to develop new harmonized rules for the 
placing on the market of packaging [and] 
will encourage higher recycling rates by 
improving the traceability of chemicals 
in the product itself so that producers 
have more confidence to use recyclable 
material. 

It is also expected to encourage new 
eco-design measures so that the way prod-
uct are designed will to tackle the issue of 
recyclability. With the new policy, it will also 
develop quality standards for sorted plas-
tics waste and launch an EU-wide voluntary 
campaign for enterprises where they can 
pledge how much they will increase their 
uptake of recycled plastics by 2030.

The newly elected Executive Director at 
the EU’s chemical regulator, the European 
Chemicals Agency (ECHA), Bjorn Hansen, 
said in a recent interview with ICIS that the 
thought of a true circular economy is still 
distant, given how the currently produced 
materials are not fully reusable.

“We are definitely not ready today for a 
circular economy. I can’t give you a numeric 
value [of when we’d be ready] but I can 
say it will take decades to get a full circular 
economy, the reason being that we need to 
have innovative chemicals enabling the ma-
terials that are made from those chemicals 
to be truly circular,” he said.

Some chemical majors have said they 
will join forces to create a true circular 
economic model. Belgium-headquar-
tered Solvay has announced a three-year 
partnership with the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation to “explore solutions aligned 
with the principles of a circular economy, 
in contrast to today’s linear take-make-dis-
pose” economic model.

Plastics recycling could present producers 
with the challenge to create new materials 
which are reusable. Largely used materi-
als in the current packaging industry, like 
polystyrene, have little prospects to be 
recyclable.

A major producer within that field, Germa-
ny’s chemical major BASF, said recently 
that the global competitiveness of the 
European plastics industry must go hand in 
hand with an enhanced resource efficiency 
and a strengthened economic philosophy.

Energy recovery also needed
“However, the industry cannot achieve this 
without the strong support of the EU and 
its member states. We need a functioning 
and economic collection of waste with-
out landfill of recyclable plastics in all EU 
member states. 

“We also need the acceptance of energy 
recovery when a chemical or technical 
recycling is technically or economically not 
viable,” according to Klaus Ries, BASF’s 
Vice President at the Styrenic Foams 
division.

“Last not least, the industry needs to de-
velop appropriate recycling technologies 
for all significant plastic materials. One 
example for such a development is the 
PS Loop project, where right now a pilot 
plant is built in the Netherlands by a broad 
industry initiative, partly supported by 
public funds, where HBCD [hexabromocy-
clododecane, a flame retardant] containing 
EPS [expandable polystyrene] waste will 
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packaging by 2030”

Karl-H. Foerster
Executive Director,  

PlasticsEurope

be chemically recycled.”

Michael Riethues, Chairman of the EPS 
division at EU trade group PlasticsEurope, 
said that successful recycling of styrenic 
polymers and polymers in general depends 
on a mix of regulations, legislative frame-
work and available technology.

Mechanical recycling
“One positive example is the recycling of 
EPS packaging in Germany, where – ac-
cording to the results of a Conversio study 
– already in 2016 about 47% are recycled 
mechanically and another 51% go into 
energy recovery,” he said.

Meanwhile, trade group European Bioplas-
tics (EUBP) said the new strategy falls short 
on presenting a comprehensive approach 
by limiting the focus of the strategy on 
mechanical recycling

“Concrete steps towards reducing the de-
pendency on fossil feedstock by linking the 
circular economy with the bioeconomy and 
supporting innovative biobased plastics 

solutions have been further postponed,” 
the group said.

“Moreover, the contributions of biodegrad-
able plastics to a circular economy are 
recognized but concrete measures are still 
missing.”

In relation to the proposed restriction 
on the use of microplastics, the Euro-
pean Textile and Apparel Confederation 
(EURATEX), the International Association 
for Soaps, Detergents and Maintenance 
Products (A.I.S.E.), the European Out-
door Group (EOG), the European Man 
Made Fibres Association (CIRFS) and the 
Federation of European Sporting Goods 
Industry (FESI) have struck an agreement 
to address their release in the aquatic 
environment.

The groups said they “agreed that viable 
solutions need to be found to the release 
of microplastic into global marine and 
freshwater” during the entire lifecycle of 
textiles, which is one of the sources of 
microplastics.
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Embracing the digital world
GPCA Insight talked to Mehtab Gilani of IBM GBS, who will take part in a 
workshop on the Industrial Revolution 4.0 at GPCA’s R&I Summit in Dubai 

“Digital reinvention 
involves creation or 

orchestration of unique, 
compelling experiences 
for customers and other 

stakeholders”

Mehtab Gilani
Associate Partner, IBM GBS

C an you begin by briefly outlining 
the elements in Industry 4.0 and 
the scope of digitalization that 

are particularly relevant to the chemical 
industry, for example, the cloud, Internet 
of Things, big data…  supply chain com-
munications…

As one of the largest and most diverse 
business sectors in the world, the chemi-
cals industry is a strategic supplier to virtu-
ally all segments of the economy. However, 
the majority of companies specialize in a 
select few product lines, making the chem-
icals industry an especially competitive, 
operationally unique and environmentally 
challenging field.

To be a disruptor in the chemicals industry, 
organizations must act now to prepare 
for a very different tomorrow and Industry 
4.0 (IR4) is one element that is disrupting 
the industry. Whilst the scope of digitali-
zation is broader, IR4 will have an impact 
on maximizing asset utilization, optimizing 
the supply chain and achieving operational 
excellence. 

Chemical companies cite a combination 
of technologies as critical to their business 
strategies (see chart). 

In IR4, cyber-physical systems model the 
chemical enterprise. Digital manufactur-
ing uses Internet of Things (IoT) intelli-
gence for dynamic response to product 
demands. Interconnectivity of machinery 
sensors and control systems allow re-
al-time optimization of manufacturing and 
production processes, as well as supply 
chain networks. 

These cyber-physical systems also ex-
tend to asset management for predictive 
maintenance, statistical evaluation, and 
measurements to increase asset reliability 
and lifespan.

Which are likely to be more important?
Digitalization and IR4 go hand in hand. As 
far as industry is concerned, IR4 represents 
both an opportunity and a responsibility, 
for instance through the introduction of 
selective machine-to-machine communica-
tion, which in turn can produce new service 
models within the company or through the 
value chain. 

Industry 4.0 describes the convergence of 
cybernetics and information technology 
which permeates all areas of manufactur-
ing, giving rise to smart, self-configuring 
and controlling products and production 
systems. Therefore, from a technical per-
spective, IR4 is the convergence between 
the Internet of Things and the Internet of 
Data and Services

The chemical industry has been at the fore-
front of connected devices long before IoT 

usage emerged in other industries. Meas-
urement, monitoring and control have all 
been key industry features since the 1950s. 
Since devices have become cheaper, with 
more IP addresses to identify them, the 
volume of data has increased, leaving huge 
data lakes untapped.

IoT devices create structured data. This 
overlooks the considerable merits of un-
structured data. With such vast quantities 
of data available, the current IoT value sys-
tem is starting to run “hot” at the analysis 
stage and hence IR4 is being seen as an 
important point on the agenda of chemical 
companies’ board room discussions and 
plans. 

Digital technologies are also creating un-
precedented levels of industry dislocation, 
with new entrants fundamentally chang-
ing the economics of business. To thrive, 
chemical companies need to conceive and 
offer compelling new customer or even end 
consumer experiences, advance their op-
erational efficiency, launch or integrate with 
new digital offerings, and build innovation 
ecosystems. We call this process “digital 
reinvention”.

Chemical leaders are not using IoT as 
an individual digital technology. They are 
combining multiple technologies across the 
value chain. 

Where are the main benefits likely 
to come from in the early stages of 
adoption?
It is important to note that IoT is more than 
just connected products and devices. It is 
essentially the digitalization of the physical 
world, which unlocks unlimited potential 
to transform it. You can optimize asset 
utilization, operations and processes when 
combining analytics with real-time visibility, 
enabling the creation of new products and 
services and unleashing significant pro-
gress in end-user experience and business 
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ADOPTION RATES OF INDUSTRY 4.0 IN VARIOUS AREAS

AREA CLOUD IoT COGNITIVE

Customer management, quality and 
warranty

2 1 1

Manufacturing and engineering 3

Distribution and logistics

Asset management

Research and development 2

Supply chain 3 2 3

Finance

Human resources

Sales and marketing 3 3 3

*rank based on adoption rate  SOURCE: IBM Institute for Business Value, ‘Converting the digital formula: Digital Reinvention in 
chemicals’, 2017

model transformation. 

The proliferation of connected devices 
and IoT technologies is already driving 
significant change by connecting related 
industries. For example, developing IoT 
in agriculture helps communicate timely, 
accurate real-time weather forecast data 
related to dynamic agricultural process-
es like planting, harvesting and chemical 
applications. In another example, OnFarm 
uses sensors and IoT connectivity to enable 
farmers to optimize water, energy and 
inputs. 

Specifically for R&D and innovation, 
what are the key areas for chemical 
companies to focus on and, again, where 
will the benefits be felt first?
R&D is one of the most important elements 
in the chemical sector value chain. Chemi-
cal businesses need to develop new ways 
of realizing and monetizing value. Initiatives 
might include spawning new business 
models, accelerating innovation and new 
product development, and developing bet-
ter, more holistic ways of conducting risk 
assessments. 

The digital transformation approach of 
chemical product development is charac-
terized by:

■ The mathematical or computerized 
prediction of molecular properties, which 
removes a significant burden from lab-
based experimentation.

■ The inclusion of knowledge residing 
in laboratory documents, internet-based 
articles, and academic journals that 
scientists use to form opinion or find 
solutions. Cognitive technologies such as 
IBM’s AI platform can be trained to scan 
through unstructured data and establish 
relationships between chemical elements, 
compounds and mixtures. The scientist 
or chemical product development team 
can interact with this system using natural 
language to extract what they need quickly 
and effectively.

■ The fact that the product development 
process is not only optimizing for chemi-
cal properties but also considering other 
aspects of time to market, ability to sell and 
ability to produce such as cost of manufac-
turing, profit objectives, demand forecasts, 
and helping ensure process change from 
an early stage. This integrated approach 
accelerates time to market and increases 
the probability of success once the product 
is introduced.

■ The speed of adaptation to changes 
(such as an increase in the cost of an in-
gredient) grows with higher automation and 
digitized product development. 

How would you characterize the under-
standing and adoption of digitalization 
in the GCC chemical sector – lacking, 
nascent, underway, well developed…? 
Digitalization in the GCC chemical sector 
is gearing up. Chemical companies have 
started to establish data management 
and governance teams and processes to 
support their digitalization efforts. These 
organizations have typically employed a 
Chief Data Officer (CDO) or equivalent. This 
CDO defines, develops and implements 
the strategy and methods by which the 
organization acquires, manages, analyzes 
and governs data.

Companies are seeking advice around 
operational solutions and enterprise asset 
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CHEMICAL COMPANIES SEE 
THE SIGNIFICANT VALUE FROM 
THE INTERNET OF THINGS

Benefit Internet of 
Things

Increasing workforce productivity 73%

Increasing revenue growth 68%

Increasing innovation 72%

Creating new business models 71%

Improving decision-making 65%

Increasing operational efficiency 70%

Increasing customer intimacy 63%

Improving capital management 61%

Better risk management 63%

Reducing headcount 56%

SOURCE: Source: IBM Institute for Business Value, ‘Converting 
the digital formula: Digital Reinvention in chemicals, 2017 

management as part of their digitalization 
journey with the focus of these solutions 
to provide insight of the asset health and 
plant’s processes. For production opti-
mization GCC chemical companies are 
looking for integrated solutions to monitor 
plant performance and identify bottlenecks, 
inefficiencies, etc. (process flow sheets, 
process simulation, process optimization, 
diagnosis, material balance, energy bal-
ance, etc.). 

What should chemical producers in the 
GCC region focus on first in the move 
to “digital reinvention”, as described by 
IBM?
Digital reinvention involves creation or 

orchestration of unique, compelling 
experiences for customers and other 
stakeholders by way of emergent business 
ecosystems. The most successful digitally 
reinvented businesses establish a platform 
of engagement for their customers, acting 
as enabler, conduit and partner. 

Digital reinvention differs in concept from 
both digitization of individual capabilities or 
functions, and digital transformation. For 
chemical organizations, digitization involves 
digital automation of specific process-
es such as supply chain. For example, 
dynamic scheduling can be implemented 
to connect real-time customer orders with 
production data. 

Digital reinvention follows a path that starts 
with digitization and progresses through 
digital transformation and on to digital 
reinvention.

Do you think they have as much to gain 
as producers in the more developed 
economies where specialty chemicals 
are more mainstream?
We are witnessing that chemical companies 
in the region are attaching greater impor-
tance to data analytics to gain insights 
that will bring value to their organizations 
in terms of operational excellence, higher 
revenue and lower the costs. 

There is a focus in chemical companies 
on using technology (analytics) to identify 
specific problems, such as desire to put 
on Linear Programming (LP) optimizer 
on top of a simulator looking at historical 

performance and design parameters to 
automatically identify the optimal operat-
ing window that is also optimized against 
maintenance costs.

Industry 4.0 is helping companies on ana-
lyzing production optimization with reliabili-
ty by looking into modeling philosophy- first 
principle engineering models vs. statistical 
models- which one is better than the other 
given their organizations specific operations 
and plants. 

How would you (IBM) advise GCC chem-
ical producers to embrace the Industry 
4.0 agenda as a whole?
They have to start with an understanding of 
business imperatives, corporate strategy, 
and competitive landscape to fully embrace 
industry 4.0 agenda. 

Chemical businesses need to identify, build 
and retain the necessary talent to create 
and sustain a digital organization. It will 
be vital to perpetuate innovation-infused 
cultures incorporating design thinking, 
agile working and fearless experimentation. 
Leaders will need to contextualize organiza-
tional priorities within business ecosystems, 
seeking both new forms of partnering and 
new ways to build value within new sys-
tems of engagement. 

CHEMICAL COMPANIES CITE A COMBINATION OF TECHNOLOGIES AS CRITICAL TO THEIR
BUSINESS STRATEGIES

 Source: IBM Institute for Business Value, 'Converting the digital formula: Digital Reinvention in chemicals', 2017
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Guangdong Keywa Chemical 
Trading Center Co.
http://en.keywa.com/

Burjae Energy DMCC
http://www.burjae.com/

Opec Plastics
http://opec.vn/

Hapag-Lloyd Middle East Shipping 
Company
https://www.hapag-lloyd.com/en/
home.html

Mubadala Investment Company
https://www.mubadala.com/

GPCA WELCOMES NEW 
MEMBERS IN 2018
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Now in its second edition, GPCA’s Responsible Care 
Conference will take place in Dubai on 6-8 May, 2018 under 
the theme Responsible Care® – The Competitive 
Advantage. The conference will showcase best regional 
learnings across the chemical and petrochemical sector and 
de�ne the future direction of Responsible Care companies in 
the region. 

World-class industry leaders will share their accomplishments 
in the areas of Health, Safety, Security and the Environment 
(EHS&S) not only inside the fence but across the entire value 
chain.

www.gpcaresponsiblecare.com 

The 10th GPCA Supply Chain Conference will take place in 
Dubai on 9 -10 May, 2018 under the theme ‘Collaboration for 
growth: A cultural transformation’. The conference will 
address topics of organizational health and culture, and focus 
on collaboration as a key driver of growth and a cornerstone 
of supply chain transformation. 

This important industry gathering will cover a wide range of 
topics cutting across global trends, technology disruptions, 
collaboration, business optimization, procurement, 
organizational culture and fascinating case studies from 
around the region and globally.

www.gpcasupplychain.com 

Make the best out of your trip to Dubai this May! 
For the �rst time the 2nd GPCA Responsible Care Conference and 10th GPCA Supply Chain Conference will take 
place in the same week and venue. Do not miss the opportunity to receive a special rate for attending both events. 

To register, please send an email to: 
registration@gpca.org.ae or contact 

+971 4 451 0666 Ext 122 or 125

Stationery sponsorDelegate bags and lanyard sponsorGold and delegate bags sponsorPlatinum sponsor

Sponsors:

For more details about GPCA events, please visit www.gpca.org.ae/events/upcoming-gpca-events

Register now for both 
conferences and get a 

special rate!

Enhance your 
knowledge at 2 
cutting-edge 
workshops 

Benefit from 11 
world-class 

sessions

Network with over 
500 senior 
executives

Join the celebration 
at 2 award 

ceremonies
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