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CONTENTS 1. Introduction

This post-conference report aims to summarize the main 
discussion points that came out of the 10th edition of 
the Annual GPCA Forum, the flagship event of the Gulf 

Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA), which took place 
from 17 to 19 November 2015. 

This landmark anniversary edition of the Forum was held under the 
theme “Building on Achievements – Enabling Continued Success in 
the Changing Chemical Landscape” with the program broken up into 
sessions with topics delivered by prominent industry leaders.

Over 2,000 members of the international petrochemical community 
gathered together in Dubai to celebrate the achievements and growth 
of the petrochemical industry in the Arabian Gulf region and 10 years 
of the Annual Forum, which throughout the years have become a key 
feature in the global chemical industry agenda. 

While ten years ago, the first edition of the Forum started from 
humble beginnings, throughout the years the Forum has created an 
ideal space for the global chemical business community to harness 
expertise, foster innovation and encourage interactivity. 

This report aims to give further direction to the discussions and serve 
as a follow up for those that were able to attend. 

We hope to welcome an even larger number of delegates next year 
and thank our speakers, sponsors and exhibitors for being part of our 
journey. Our quest for excellence continues… 

Please join us in shaping the next ten years of the petrochemical and 
chemical industry in 27-29 November 2016!

“THE PATH OF EXCELLENCE 
AND DISTINCTION DOES NOT 
STOP AT A CERTAIN STAGE, 

ON THE CONTRARY, WE 
CONSIDER ANY SUCCESS WE 
ACHIEVE AS AN ADDITIONAL 

INCENTIVE TO ACHIEVE 
GREATER SUCCESS” 

– HH SHEIKH MOHAMMED BIN 
RASHID AL MAKTOUM, 

VICE PRESIDENT AND PRIME 
MINISTER OF THE UAE AND RULER 

OF DUBAI
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2. The 10th Annual GPCA Forum by the 
numbers

BUILDING ON ACHIEVEMENTS
ENABLING CONTINUED SUCCESS IN THE 
CHANGING CHEMICAL LANDSCAPE

Leaders of the industry gave their perspectives of how the GCC 
and global petrochemicals sector can face current challenges 
and create opportunities for growth in an uncertain landscape. 

Over 3 days of intensive knowledge sharing, networking and 
celebration, the 10th Annual GPCA Forum cemented its position as the 
flagship petrchemical meeting place in the region

DELEGATE GROWTH EVENT'S VIDEOS

The 10th edition offered new added value features: 

• An extended format with planned sessions throughout 3 full days

• More scheduled opportunities for networking

• New networking pavilion - a relaxed space for informal meetings

• An increased number of conference sessions

The history of the Annual 

GPCA Forum

Link: www.youtube.com/

watch?v=ReKU5BstwGw

How the Arabian Gulf 
Became a Global 
Petrochemical Hub

Link: www.youtube.com/

watch?v=ZVQFMdlMbXE

Happy faces at the 10th 
Annual GPCA Forum

Link: www.youtube.com/

watch?v=cRYyM3_lI4w
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ATTENDEES BY REGION

52

16%

represented in 2015

of attending countries 
compared to 2014

ASIA

16%

70%

8%

5%

1%

NORTH 
AMERICA

COUNTRIES
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MIDDLE EAST
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OVERVIEW OF COUNTRIES WHO SENT MORE
DELEGATES IN 2015

50% INCREASE

50% INCREASE

33% INCREASE

28% INCREASE

28% INCREASE

27% INCREASE

14% INCREASE

13% INCREASE

12% INCREASE

12% INCREASE

12% INCREASE

SWEDEN

MALAYSIA

EGYPT

OMAN

BELGIUM

INDIA

SWITZERLAND

IRAN

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

UNITED KINGDOM

THE NETHERLAND

2015 welcomed 11 new 
attending countries:

• Lebanon

• Brazil

• Austria

• Morocco

• Greece

• Algeria

• Portugal

• Ghana

• Ukraine

• Finland

• New Zealand
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“Being involved in GPCA from its inception
as a simple idea and now seeing the
forum as one of the largest events for the
chemical industry globally is really pleasing.
It’s a testimony to all the people who have
managed it for the past ten years.”

Mutlaq H. Al-Morished
CEO, TASNEE 

“The GPCA Forum is the premier 
petrochemical event globally.” 

Neil Chapman, President of 
ExxonMobil Chemical Company

“The Forum is the marquee chemical event 
in the Middle East and it is becoming the 
marquee event in the world. Everyone is 
here. It’s the place to be.” 

Warren Wilder
VP Chemicals, Saudi Aramco

“The GPCA Forum is a thought leadership 
platform from where to develop a vision for 
the future.” 

Mohammad Husain 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
of EQUATE

“I was impressed by the large attendance 
and by the growing recognition of the forum 
which makes it a unique event today in the 
world of chemicals.”

Thierry Le Hénaff
Chairman and CEO, Arkema 

“Great place to have a look at different 
market scenarios and discuss opportunities 
for investment.” 

José M. Martinez
CEO, CEPSA Quimica

“The annual GPCA conference provides 
a unique opportunity to interact with and 
gain key insights from the top leaders in 
our industry. Since it began in 2006, the 
conference has grown in size, relevance, 
and influence each year.  It has grown to be 
one of the premier global conferences in the 
chemical industry.” 

Bhavesh V. “Bob” Patel, CEO and 
Chairman of the Management Board of 
LyondellBasell 

Testimonials 
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3. Speakers and sponsors

The conference agenda delivered a program of top level strategic insights from global business 
leaders, each outlining the approach needed to build on achievements to enable future success. 
Headline speakers include:
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THANK YOU TO OUR 2015 SPONSORS INCLUDING
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THANK YOU TO OUR 35 EXHIBITORS

Distributing Chemicals Globally
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4. Day 1: 18 November 2015



Opening Session and 
Welcome Address

Rashed Saud Al Shamsi
Chairman, GPCA, Petrochemicals Director, 
ADNOC

The Arabian Gulf petrochemical industry must focus on the 
four Ts – namely Transformation, Trade, Technology and 
Talent, according to GPCA chairman Rashed Saud Al Shamsi, 

petrochemicals director at ADNOC. 

He said these four factors will enable the region to build on the 
achievements of the past 40 years and secure its future success in an 
industry which is becoming increasingly competitive amid ever more 
stringent sustainability and environmental targets.

Feedstock availability has been a key contributory factor to the region’s 
past success, but slumping oil prices have negatively impacted 
petrochemical prices which have declined on average by 25-35% 
between 2014 and 2015. 

Although continued expansion can partially offset the current low 
prices of petrochemicals, the industry needs to transform itself from 
producing commodities, which are mostly cyclical, to specialty and 
performance chemicals. Al Shamsi said the move further downstream 
to target more value-added products, both for domestic and export 
markets, will enable the region to remain globally competitive. 

Another key task is the removal of all trade barriers. A first priority is to 
support national governments to finalize negotiations for Free Trade 
Agreements (FTA) between the GCC and major economic blocks such 
as the EU, China and ASEAN.

GPCA analysis shows that an FTA between the GCC and the EU 
would raise the Arabian Gulf’s GDP by around $64.4bn, with $5bn 
from chemicals alone. For the EU chemical industry, the FTA would 
provide the opportunity to increase sales of higher margin products, 
particularly specialty and consumer chemicals, in the GCC.

One of the biggest barriers to increased intra-regional trade within 
the GCC is the lack of a proper road and rail network to connect 
the region’s industrial sites. The most important scheme currently 

underway is the GCC Railway which will connect the rail networks of all 
six countries. 

Al Shamsi said the improved connections will also help with the third 
target – technology. Stronger transport links will aid technology transfer 
and innovation through ties with technical centers, universities and 
research institutes.

 “A TECHNOLOGY 
DRIVEN APPROACH AND 

INDUSTRY CO-OPERATION 
ON BREAKTHROUGH 

TECHNOLOGY IS THE ONLY 
WAY THAT THE GCC CAN 

MAINTAIN ITS COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGE AND BUILD ON 
ITS PRIOR ACHIEVEMENTS.” 

In 2014, the GCC’s petrochemical industry was granted 609 patents, 
yet regional spending on R&D still lags behind Japan, China, the 
US and the EU. The GCC spends only 1% of the world’s $53.9bn 
investment in this area. 

The last, but perhaps most important factor, is talent. The six countries 
of the GCC are experiencing a unique demographic period in which 
more than 50% of the population is under 25 years old. Al Shamsi said 
the region must harness the imagination, creativity and productivity of 
its young people and partner with national governments to promote 
science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM) education.
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Plenary Address

HE Suhail Mohamed Faraj 
Al Mazrouei
Minister of Energy, UAE

“GCC PETROCHEMICALS 
PRODUCERS MUST INNOVATE 
AND CONTINUE TO INVEST IN 

THE REGION’S INDUSTRY”

The Arabian Gulf must invest to innovate and add value to the 
region’s petrochemical industry. The UAE’s Minister of Energy, 
Suhail Mohamed Faraj Al Mazrouei, said the industry must build 

on its regional synergies and strengthen its understanding of global 
customers’ needs in order to broaden innovation beyond R&D. 

Petrochemicals are a crucial area for the GCC, serving as a catalyst for 
economic diversification and innovation.

The GCC’s petrochemicals exports account for 8.5% of the global 
market with production capacity of more than 136m tons in 2014. Al 
Mazrouei said the GCC has become a major participant in the industry 
and it cannot act like a regional player any more.

Saudi Arabia continues to be the leading chemicals producer in the 
region but other GCC countries, with the exception of Bahrain, are 
steadily expanding production with the largest growth in the past 10 
years seen in the UAE and Oman. 

Al Mazrouei said between 2010 and 2013, the UAE’s non-oil exports 
doubled to around $40bn and petrochemicals were a key factor in that 
number. He adds that the petrochemicals industry provides thousands 
of jobs to UAE nationals and many more to citizens in the Gulf.

He urges the region to evolve and develop new technologies, stressing 
that the GCC has a passionate population that can add lots of value. 
“We cannot, as a major player in this industry, rely only on using current 
technology as well as relying on others to give us these technologies,” 
he states. 

“We need to do more and not only focus on Gulf States. As a global 
player, we need to go to the markets, we need to go where the 
feedstock is available and we need to enable those technologies 
there.”

Al Mazrouei praises Borouge, as well as other petrochemical 
companies in the GCC, for leading innovations that will drive 
sustainable and long-term growth in the future. He explained that 
through its ownership of Nova Chemicals and Borealis, International 
Petroleum Investment Company (IPIC) has not just imported 
technology, but has also been involved in developing it further. 

“We are proud of our scientists who are working in R&D centers 
across Europe, Canada and the US to evolve and compete on those 
technologies to bring a more efficient product line and work with our 
clients. That is what we need to do for the next phase of development 
for this industry.” 

Other factors Al Mazrouei highlighted are the need for the GCC’s 
industry to abandon its dependence on subsidies as it seeks to 
compete as a global player, as well as the establishment of bilateral 
trade agreements, an area where he said the Gulf States are working 
very hard together to achieve a “major milestone”. 

Last, but not least, is the work required to improve and integrate the 
region’s infrastructure. The expansion of the rail network is seen as 
one of the enablers that will allow GCC countries to complement each 
other and strengthen its competitive position on the world’s stage.
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Plenary Address

HE Abdullatif A. 
Al-Othman
Governor & Chairman of the Board of 
Directors, SAGIA

Saud Arabia is pursuing a strategy of diversification as it seeks to 
transform both its economy and its chemical industry. Abdullatif 
Al Othman, governor of the Saudi Arabia General Investment 

Authority (SAGIA), said the Kingdom is at a crossroads as it puts plans 
in place to reduce its dependence on oil income as well as its reliance 
on imports of petrochemicals and specialty chemicals.

Saudi Arabia’s aim over the next 10 years is to double jobs, 
investments and economic growth. To reach this target, it has identified 
new engines for growth, one of which is advanced downstream 
manufacturing.

Al Othman said a new downstream industry will create more than an 
estimated 200,000 direct industrial jobs over the next 10 years in 
Saudi Arabia alone; the number of indirect jobs would be double this 
figure.

Investment opportunities worth $150bn are available, in sectors 
including automotive, paints and coatings, personal care, detergents, 
tires, polymers, additives, among others. In Saudi Arabia, spending on 
paints and coatings has risen by 8%/year since 2007 and Al Othman 
is expecting a greater increase in spending in the next five years. 
Demand for cosmetics and personal care products is also expected to 
grow at double-digit rates over the next decade.

Similarly, the region’s automotive needs are growing, both for 
components and finished vehicles. The Middle East is the world’s 
fastest growing market for automotive products and over the next two 
years, car sales are anticipated to rise by about 6% per year. Experts 
predict the value of the region’s automotive market, particularly for 
components, will rise by 13% annually in the coming years. 

The Kingdom has already been investing to meet this rising demand. 
It has built the Middle East’s largest research and product centers for 
polymers and rubber products so that automotive manufacturers can 
access the latest components. 

Al Othman highlighted the attractiveness of Saudi Arabia to investors, 
emphasizing its domestic market of 31m people with significant 
purchasing power, as well as its strategic location as a gateway to the 
rest of the Middle East, Africa and other parts of the world. 

“SAUDI ARABIA HAS 
ONE OF THE MOST 

PROGRESSIVE FOREIGN 
INVESTMENT LAWS IN THE 
WORLD AS WELL AS FULL 

GOVERNMENT COMMITMENT 
TO ITS STRATEGY OF 

DIVERSIFICATION.” 
The package on offer to investors includes 100% foreign ownership in 
most sectors; no personal income tax; no value-added tax; no sales or 
property tax; and a competitive corporate tax rate. In addition, investors 
are allowed full repatriation of capital, profit and dividends. 

The Kingdom has changed its investment law to allow strategic 
investors, after their first year, an extension of their licensing period for 
up to 15 years before needing to renew.

SAGIA said it has also simplified and consolidated licensing 
agreements by reducing the number of documents submitted by 
applicants from 12 to three. All applications now have a target 
turnaround of one week or less with the average time from submission 
to decision now taking just one day. 

Al Othman also reveals that by January next year there will be a 
“significant” announcement about regulatory improvements beyond 
licensing and permitting, particularly for SMEs. He said regulations will 
be consolidated into one single document, but commitment from all 
agencies is needed before it can be fully implemented. 
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Full integration: A 
recipe for success in 
the modern chemical 
industry?

Neil Chapman
President, EXXONMOBIL CHEMICAL

“INTEGRATION IS NOT A 
BUZZWORD. IT REALLY IS 

ABOUT KNOWING HOW TO 
GAIN AN ADVANTAGE IN THE 
USE OF FEEDSTOCK, AND IN 
KNOWING OUR CUSTOMERS’ 
BUSINESSES WELL ENOUGH 
TO DELIVER THE SOLUTIONS 

THEY REQUIRE”

Integration is the key to success in the global chemical industry. That 
is the message from ExxonMobil Chemical’s president Neil Chapman 
who maintains a very positive long-term outlook for the sector.

Global demand for chemicals is forecast to rise by 50% over the next 
10 years, averaging around 4%/year. Demand for some specialty or 
differentiated chemicals will grow even faster. 

A rising middle class and its subsequent spending power will drive 
demand for products such as appliances and homebuilding materials to 
cars, all of which will require plastics and petrochemical products. 
According to The Brookings Institution, the number of people who earn 
enough to be considered middle class will rise by more than 2.5bn 
from 2010 to 2030. Most of these will live in China and India, where 
per capita income is projected to more than triple through 2040. In the 
Middle East, the middle class is expected to grow by more than 20m 
from 2010 to 2030. 

However, Chapman warned that the upswing in global living standards 
and the strong outlook for chemicals does not mean success will 
be easy to find. Growth will be stronger some years than others and 
the profitability of petrochemical producers depends on a multitude 
of variables, including supply and demand, feedstock costs and 
technology advances. 

This is where integration through the whole chemical value chain can 
be crucial and a win-win for all parties, said Chapman. At the top end, 
it means integration with feedstock sources, including oil, gas, coal or 
refineries to maximize advantage. At the bottom end, it means working 
closely with customers to develop products for their applications that 
create additional value and enhance sustainability. 

Access to advantaged feedstock will be a critical component in gaining 
a competitive edge. ExxonMobil, which is highly integrated in its North 
American operations, projects that by 2040, natural gas liquids will 
roughly equal naphtha as a chemical feedstock. From 2014 to 2040, 
the world’s natural gas production is estimated to rise by 50%, while oil 
will likely increase by about 20%. 

Chapman cautioned that companies must test their investment plans 
across a range of feedstock scenarios as economics can change 
rapidly. He advises: “Keep your eyes wide open over a range of 
scenarios and do not get seduced by the current price variations 
between crude and gas or between different gas-based prices around 
the world.”

Capacity additions will be centered in lower-cost regions such as 
North America and the Middle East, but demand is growing fastest 
in developing countries. Therefore, there will be continued growth 
in interregional trading as companies will produce where there is 
advantaged feedstock and sell where the market is growing. Today, 
the volume of chemicals traded between regions is 10% of global 
production and Chapman expects it will approach 20% by 2020. 
Demand for more sustainable products is also accelerating. To meet this 
rising demand, chemical producers should keep an unwavering focus 
on innovation and a sustained investment in technology, said Chapman. 
Technology goals should be driven by business objectives that reflect 
the evolving needs of customers. 

True integration, from gaining a feedstock advantage to knowing 
customers’ businesses well enough to deliver the required solutions, 
can achieve higher returns on investment for both chemical suppliers 
and customers and ensure a continued successful future, Chapman 
concludes. 
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Sustained value 
creation through 
innovation and 
partnership

Osamu Ishitobi
Executive Chairman, 
SUMITOMO CHEMICAL

“PETRO RABIGH II WILL HELP 
BOTH SUMITOMO CHEMICAL 
AND SAUDI ARAMCO MEET 

THEIR STRATEGIC PURPOSES.”

Creating value through innovation and partnership is the 
foundation of Sumitomo Chemical’s growth strategy. Chairman 
Osamu Ishitobi said the Japanese company, which celebrates 

its 100th anniversary this year, was founded on a commitment to 
solve environmental problems and promote development through 
technological innovation.

The company established the Petro Rabigh joint venture with Saudi 
Aramco in 2009. The worldscale integrated refinery and gas-based 
petrochemicals complex is located on the west coast of Saudi Arabia. 
Ishitobi said the company is currently working on a second-phase 
expansion which will make the complex more competitive. Completion is 
scheduled for 2016.

The project will help both parties achieve their strategic purposes. Saudi 
Aramco is seeking to accelerate its diversification downstream and 
establish an industrial cluster in the west of the Kingdom. Sumitomo 
Chemical wishes to access competitive gas-based feedstock as well as 
expand and strengthen its global sales and marketing capabilities.
In conjunction with the Petro Rabigh project, Sumitomo Chemical is 
participating in the development of PlusTech Park. Ishitobi said the 
purpose of the Park is to create more job opportunities for Saudi 
citizens, develop diversified downstream industries and bring more 
innovative technologies to the Kingdom.

PlusTech Park is expected to create 2,000 new jobs, and $1bn of 
investment. Products to be manufactured include water-treatment 
membranes, non-woven materials for medical use, compounds for 
automotive and electrical appliances, functional packaging films, among 
others. As of June this year, the park had attracted 29 tenants. 

Ishitobi said the Petro Rabigh project is creating a virtuous cycle that 
will accelerate industrial development in Saudi Arabia just like Sumitomo 
Chemical achieved in Singapore. The Singapore complex, established in 
1984, was the first petrochemical facility in southeast Asia and provided 
the foundations for the country’s industrial development. 
 “By putting in our cutting-edge technology and establishing a business, 
we are creating new job opportunities and also providing extensive 
support and local human resources, Ishitobi said, adding that Sumitomo 
Chemical has been working on various initiatives in Saudi Arabia to 
provide education and training to help promote discipline, passion and a 
sense of ownership to all employees.

In the virtuous cycle, successful development of local human resources 
spurs the growth of domestic technical capabilities which attracts 
investment. This in turn leads to new technology development at home 
and the creation of more local businesses. As this continues, industrial 
clusters eventually emerge and industrial development accelerates. 

However, he notes it takes time before the virtuous cycle produces 
tangible results. “We are convinced that repeating the cycle over and 
over again while focusing on the development of local innovation 
capabilities and encouraging local people to drive the cycle is the surest 
way to successful industrial development and sustainable economic 
growth.” 

The world is facing many pressing challenges such as climate change, 
environmental problems security of water, food and energy supply, and 
public health issues, while demand for more comfortable and convenient 
lives is rising. 

Ishitobi said Sumitomo Chemical will strive to create and provide 
innovative solutions to the world’s challenges through building on its 
global operations and collaborating with strategic partners. “We seek to 
continue our position as a global company that is trusted by society and 
sustains growth through the next 100 years,” he states.
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Innovation and Agility: 
A specialty chemical
company response to 
current challenges

Thierry Le Henaff
Chairman & CEO, ARKEMA Group

“WE ARE FULLY AWARE 
OF THE CHALLENGES IN 

THE REGION AND THE 
CHEMICAL INDUSTRY’S 
AMBITION TO DEVELOP 

FURTHER DOWNSTREAM INTO 
SPECIALTY PRODUCTS. THIS IS 
A NATURAL WAY TO REDUCE 
ITS DEPENDENCY ON AN OIL 

ECONOMY” 

Arkema is strongly committed to the Middle East but could do 
more in the future to boost its presence here. CEO Thierry 
le Henaff said Arkema’s footprint in the region is too modest 

despite many longstanding relationships, and its commercial ties are too 
limited relative to the size of its business globally. 

The company currently has a project underway to build an organic 
peroxides plant in Jubail II, and Le Henaff said Arkema is open to other 
partnerships. In the summer of this year, Arkema started up a plant in 
Saudi Arabia to produce oilfield additives

Le Henaff notes that the world has become increasingly competitive 
and challenging in recent years. He said Brazil and China are seeing 
significant slowdowns in their economies which are impacting world 
GDP, and the energy landscape has changed with the development 
of shale and the huge drop in oil prices. Last but not least, currencies 
have become more volatile, changing the competitive balance between 
countries. 

But, said Le Henaff, evolution is not without opportunities, and during 
the past 10 years, Arkema has grown in size by 50%, and its market 

capitalization and profit has increased nearly threefold. During that 
period, Arkema has completed 12 acquisitions, with 40% of its current 
portfolio derived from new activities. 

Arkema’s response to global changes has been to focus on 
innovation, a balanced geographic footprint and portfolio change. Its 
acquisition strategy has been centered on shifting its profile from more 
commoditized products to a specialties business. A good illustration 
is the disposal in 2011 of the chlorvinyls and PVC businesses and the 
recent acquisition of Bostik, a global leader in specialty adhesives. 

The company has also doubled its presence in emerging countries – 
an example is the recent start-up of a thiochemicals plant in Malaysia. 
Le Henaff said the investment of more than €200m confirms Arkema’s 
ability to manage big projects in regions outside its initial base of Europe 
and the US.

Arkema is now present in more than 50 countries around the world, and 
15% of its 20,000 employees work in R&D which, said Le Henaff, shows 
the group’s strong emphasis on innovation and technology. 

The group has defined five technology platforms: new energies and 
energy efficiencies; renewable raw materials; solutions for electronics 
and 3D printing; water treatment; and, lighter materials. These platforms 
are driving innovation in several markets and could provide opportunities 
for co-operation in the Middle East, Le Henaff said. Markets include air 
conditioning, oil & gas, water treatment, energy efficiency, construction & 
mobility, and smart additive solutions.

Le Henaff said Arkema’s vision is to build on the strengths of its partners 
to leverage its strong downstream technology. “This strategy has been 
successful in new geographies and has translated into investment and 
job creation. We are fully aware of the challenges in the region and 
the chemical industry’s ambition to develop further downstream into 
specialty products. This is a natural way to reduce its dependency on an 
oil economy,” he concludes.
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5. Day 2: 19 November 2015



Opening Address

Yousef Al-Benyan
Vice Chairman, GPCA and
Acting Vice-Chairman and CEO, SABIC

“COMPETITIVENESS IS KEY 
TO CAPTURING INCREASED 

SHARE OF GLOBAL 
PETROCHEMICAL MARKET”

The Middle East petrochemicals industry will have to “be smarter 
and work harder” if it is to deal adequately with the disadvantages 
being a leading exporter without a large domestic market.

“We must work together to shape this (highly competitive) environment 
or it will shape us,” said Yousef Al-Benyan, GPCA vice chairman and 
acting vice chairman and CEP of SABIC. 

The industry faces challenges on three fronts—increased competition on 
the international market, rising self-sufficiency in petrochemicals in major 
markets and changes in trading structures across the world.

On the other hand the industry should benefit from stronger economic 
growth in some regions stemming from the low oil prices which should 
continue to stimulate robust demand for petrochemicals.

SABIC reckons that while demand for oil will rise at a cumulative annual 
growth rate (CAGR) of 1% between 2015 and 2035, that for ethylene will 
achieve a 3% CAGR in the same period.

As a result the need for continued downstream diversification was even 
more critical to the future of the Middle East, Al-Benyan said.
The most significant change in the competitive landscape of the 
international market has been the exploitation of US shale gas reserves 
which had cut ethane prices in the country to 24% of naphtha prices 
against 57% in 2011. 

This has made the US petrochemicals industry the most competitive 
in the world outside the Middle East. Furthermore it has become a net 

exporter so that Middle East exports were being threatened by US 
competition, particularly in Europe.

Increased self-sufficiency has been another source of greater 
competition for Middle East petrochemicals. This has been 
particularly the case in China which is now becoming self-sufficient 
in major petrochemicals like ethylene, propylene, polyethylene and 
polypropylene.

The rising power of trade blocs is another worry for Middle East 
petrochemicals because the Gulf Co-operation Council is not a member 
of any of them. The GCC industry is vulnerable to decisions taken by 
regional organisations like the North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA), 
the European Union, which last year more than doubled its customs 
duties on GCC petrochemicals from 3% to 6.5%, Mercosur and the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

To increase its own competitiveness, the Middle East petrochemicals 
industry had to improve its business excellence and be more innovative, 
by including the acquisition of technologies, if necessary, to help expand 
downstream manufacturing in the Gulf, Al-Benyan said. 
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Keynote Address

Nizar. M. Al-Adsani
Deputy Chairman & CEO,
Kuwait Petroleum Corporation

“CONTINUING LOW OIL 
PRICES SHOULD NOT DETER 

GCC PETROCHEMICAL 
PRODUCERS FROM PLANNING 

FOR THE FUTURE – THERE 
ARE STILL OPPORTUNITIES 
IN HIGHER VALUE-ADDED 

SECTORS AND AN EXPECTED 
EXPANSION OF REFINERY 
CAPACITIES AND HENCE 

FEEDSTOCKS”

The longer term outlook for the GCC petrochemical industry, such 
as world population growth is being boosted by the growing 
proportion of energy demand being taken by transportation and a 

thriving Gulf refinery sector. 

“We must not allow our immediate concerns cloud our visions for the 
future,” said Nizar Al-Adsani, Kuwait Petroleum Corporation’s deputy 
chairman and CEO.

World GDP will grow by an average 3.5% annually between 2014 and 
2040, helped by a projected world population increase from 7.2bn to 
9bn in the same period. Urbanization will continue to increase to around 
63% by 2040, Al-Adsani said. 

Global energy demand will go up by 47% by 2040 with much of the 
increase concentrated in the developing world driven by industrialization, 
population growth, and the expansion of the middle class. 

Oil demand will go up from a current 91 barrels per day (bpd) to close 

to 110 bpd by 2040. The transportation sector’s oil use will continue to 
represent over half of the oil market and most of the growth.

In the wake of lower oil prices, the GCC’s petrochemicals producers 
will enjoy improved profit margins. One challenge for the GCC 
petrochemicals industry is that as it expands there will be a shortage 
of feedstock. On the other hand it will benefit from an increase in the 
region of refinery capacity, which will be a source of petrochemicals 
feedstocks.

Kuwait has started work on a new clean fuels refinery at Al-Zour with a 
capacity of 615,000 bpd, which will be providing liquid feedstocks for 
both power and petrochemicals production, said Al-Adsani. 
Competition in the global refining sector will intensify as supply exceeds 
demand, including in the Gulf region itself. The Gulf will as a result 
become a major global exporter of refinery products. GCC refineries will 
be in a strong market position because of their ability to meet the new 
stringent European Union fuel standards.

Refinery capacity in the Middle East will be rising by around 25% to 10m 
bpd. But the utilization rate is expected to go up from a low of around 
80% year to 90-95% in 2020-2025.

Sharp decreases in investment and costs by most of the world’s biggest 
oil companies is opening up opportunities for GCC companies to forge 
partnerships, particularly in the development of new technologies, said 
Al-Adsani. 
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World Energy Outlook 
– Implications for
petrochemical 
feedstocks

Stephen J. Halliday
CEO, WOOD MACKENZIE

“CRUDE OIL WILL REVERSE ITS 
SOFTENING TREND AND WILL 

CLIMB TO $70/BBL IN 2017” 

Stephen Halliday, chief executive of Edinburgh-based analysts 
WoodMackenzie, said his company was making the “brave” 
prediction of a rise in oil prices to $70/bbl around 2017. “Oil 

prices will rise but the exact timing of the rise is uncertain,” he said. 

“We see a positive environment for chemicals investment. But 
companies will still need to be extremely thoughtful about their 
investment decisions and be clear about their views of the future.”
The relatively fast revival in oil prices will be caused by a widening gap 
between supply and demand. 

WoodMackenzie believes that a deficit of close to 25m bpd is being 
created between supply and demand as a result of cutbacks across 
all the major oil production areas. Capital expenditure in production in 
2015/16 is being reduced by 28% of $286bn, with the biggest cuts of 
over $150bn taking place in the US. 

 Next year’s supplies of crude oil will actually decline while demand 
continues to rise by around 750,000 bpd. Supply will rise again in 2017 
by around 500,000 bpd but still fall short of demand growth.

US output of shale gas, regarded as a major cause of the sharp drop in 
oil prices, will, however, continue to grow from a current 40bn cubic feet 
a day (bcfd) to around 70 bcfd in the mid-2020s. 

By 2020 the US will have an additional 10m tons/year of additional 
ethylene on stream, which could be doubled by 2025. But US ethylene 
ethane producers may have to start paying more for their ethane, 
reducing their competitive advantage in international petrochemical 
markets. 

Since 2013 US ethane prices has been tracking the Henry Hub 
(HH) reference natural gas prices at $2-4m BTU. But from next year 
WoodMackenzie reckons ethane will become decoupled from HH 
prices, rising to over $6m BTU along with the increase in oil prices in 
2017.

“Instead of ethane just being a consequence of gas production activity 
its output will become a goal, “said Mr Halliday. “But it will need to be 
extracted from the natural gas which will increase costs and price.”
From 2017 there will be a fall in the ethylene margins on the US Gulf 
Coast to levels close to those in Europe and Asia. But in 2020 and 
beyond that they will go back up to levels of $100-$200/ton higher than 
those in Europe and Asia.

Meanwhile as the US assumes an important role as a net exporter of 
feedstocks and petrochemicals, China and to a lesser extent India 
will continue to be leading net importers of ethylene and its primary 
derivatives well into the 2020s. Much of the demand growth for ethylene 
and its derivatives will be in China, with an additional annual need of 
around 3m tons.
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Impact of lower 
energy prices on US 
chemicals

Bob Patel
CEO, LYONDELLBASELL

“FUTURE SUCCESS IN THE US 
PETROCHEMICALS SECTOR 

WILL BE ACHIEVED BY THOSE 
COMPANIES ABLE TO USE 

OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE 
TO GENERATE CASH AND 

ARE DISCIPLINED WITH THEIR 
CAPITAL BY INVESTING 
“TIMELY AND WISELY”

The question hampering investment decisions in petrochemicals 
at the moment is what will be the future levels of oil prices with 
some analysts predicting prices staying low in the long term while 

others expect a relatively quick recovery.

While many US petrochemicals plants are able to use cost advantages 
on the world market to boost their profitability, gaining good returns on 
investment is not easy for those adding new capacity.

This is mainly because of the high construction costs of new plants 
resulting from factors such as labor shortages. 

“The US construction market is getting more constrained, resulting in 
escalating costs into the late 2010s and likely delays, thus reducing 
returns on projects,” said Bob Patel, chief executive of LyondellBasell, 
half of whose assets are in the US. 

Labor shortages, inexperienced personnel and years of wage increases 
for skilled staff have been pushing up engineering costs. These costs 
are likely to rise to new levels on the US Gulf Coast in 2016-17 when 
labor demand is forecast to outstrip supply. 

LyondellBasell has opted for a strategy of debottlenecking in the US to 

avoid the construction costs of new greenfield facilities. “We will add 
the equivalent capacity of one world scale cracker through a series of 
debottlenecking projects,” said Patel. “Our ethylene expansion program 
(in the US) is more economical than building a greenfield cracker.”
The company’s expansions will starts to provide a positive cumulative 
cash flow after seven years, whereas with a greenfield project it would 
take at least 15 years. 

Future success in the US petrochemicals sector will be achieved by 
those companies able to use operational excellence to generate cash 
and are disciplined with their capital by investing “timely and wisely”, said 
Patel.

Production costs of US petrochemicals are now around half those of the 
pre-shale period in 2005 and close to those of the world’s lowest costs 
producers in the Middle East. At the same time while US costs have 
gone down those of China and the rest of North East Asia and Europe 
have risen sharply.

US chemical prices are generally aligned with global crude oil prices. As 
a result US ethylene margins have been impacted by lower oil prices.
On the other hand the narrower margins resulting from declining oil 
prices can be offset by the margins of derivatives, which have their own 
global prices often dictated by supply/demand balances. 

US petrochemical production costs are also based on US regional 
ethane and propane prices independent of global oil prices.

Patel believes that US ethane prices will continue to remain relatively low 
at the levels of natural gas prices because of competition from propane, 
butane and condensates as alternative feedstocks. LyondellBasell, for 
example, has flexible crackers able to use all four feedstocks.
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Investment in China 
as an integral part of
CEPSA’s growth 
strategy

José M. Martínez
CEO, CEPSA QUÍMICA

“THE CHINESE MARKET 
HAS THE BIGGEST PHENOL 
DEMAND GROWTH RATE IN 
THE WORLD, OVER 3 TIMES 
HIGHER THAN THE REST OF 

THE WORLD” 

“This is a time of good opportunities for companies to invest in 
China,” said Jose Manuel Martinez, chief executive of CEPSA 
Quimica, the chemicals arm of CEPSA, the Spanish refinery and 

chemicals company, now wholly owned by the International Petroleum 
Investment Company (IPIC) of Abu Dhabi.

It has a plant with an annual capacity for 360,000 tons of cumene, 
250,000 tons of phenol and 150,000 tons of acetone at Shanghai 
Chemical Industrial Park (SCIP). It is backward integrated into its main 
feedstocks of propylene and benzene while it is also linked in the park 
to the plants of three of its main global customers, the polycarbonate 
producer Covestro and the methyl methacrylate (MMA) makers Lucite 
and Evonik.

“Why did we decide to invest in China?” Mr Martinez asked. “It is the 
world’s largest economy. And most importantly for our business, it is 
world’s No.1 market for cars and for mobile phones, which are big 
markets for our polycarbonate customers.”

He warned that the slowdown in China has been worse than the official 
figures of annual growth of close to 7%. Increases in tax revenues, which 
usually rise twice as fast as GDP, have been going up by less than 7%, 
while housing starts dropped by 16% in the first half of the year. 
On the other hand central government stimulus measures are boosting 
local government financing while there are already signs of a housing 
recovery.

However Western investors, especially in Wall Street, are worried that 
the slowdown in China could push the world into a recession, although 
probably a moderate one.
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The chemicals 
landscape in China

Dahai Yu
Operating Partner, Advent International

“CHINA’S FIVE-YEAR 
PLANS WILL HAVE HUGE 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE 
CHEMICAL INDUSTRY”

China will be a major outlet for the world’s leading net exporters of 
petrochemicals like the GCC and the US but it will be a tougher 
market to compete in. It is entering a period of slower growth 

in chemicals demand with a shift towards a great need for speciality 
chemicals and structural changes in the chemical industry. Also in an 
endeavour to reduce pollution, the Chinese authorities are beginning to 
enforce more strictly environmental and health and safety regulations.

“There has been a tremendous slowdown in chemicals growth after a 
rebound following the 2008 financial crisis,” said Dahai Yu, operating 
partner in chemicals at Advent International, a global equity fund. 
After an average annual rate of nearly 30% in 2005-2008, chemicals 
growth plummeted to 9% in 2009 before bouncing back to 29% in 
2010 and 33% in 2011 with help of a Chinese government stimulation 
package. This year growth will be around 7% after continuing to slide 
following a sharp fall to 12% in 2012. For the rest of the decade the 
Chinese chemicals market will continue to expand at 7% annually, Yu 
said. This will be slightly higher than the level of GDP growth.
While the pace of growth has been decreasing, there has been a 
“fundamental structural change” with state-owned companies losing their 
dominance of the chemicals sector. 

In 2000 state-owned enterprises accounted for around half of the sector 
and private companies only 21%. By last year the state-owned share of 
the chemicals market had shrunk to 12% while private companies made 
up 67%. China’s five-year plans will have a big influence on the future 
direction of the chemical industry. The latest five-year plan which has just 
come into effect will have “huge implications for chemicals”, he said. 
It has three pillars consisting of services, strategic industries such as 
new energies and materials, environmental protection and electric 
vehicles, and advanced manufacturing like aviation and space, high 
speed rail and nuclear technology, which would require speciality 
chemicals. For the chemical industry, there will be a number of strategic 

targets, including innovation and protection of intellectual property, 
the development of globally competitive companies and strong global 
investment.
In the latest Global Innovation Index (GII) which focuses on effective 
innovation policies for economic development, China ranks 29th, the 
highest among the BRIC countries and ahead of the leading GCC 
countries with Saudi Arabia 43rd and the United Arab Emirates 47th.
While China is increasingly recognising the important of innovation, 
expenditure on R&D is still very low, averaging at around 1% of sales 
revenue. 

Innovation clusters linking industry with universities and research 
institutes are weak, reflecting to some extent a lack of world-class 
innovation management, Yu said. China is also modifying its raw 
materials policy with less reliance on oil imports as a result of using 
more natural gas and clean-energy technologies. Nonetheless, due to 
declines in domestic oil production, 71% of oil supplies will come from oil 
imports in 2030 against 60% in 2014. Even at the lowest projected use 
of natural gas in 2030 at over 380bn cubic metres, consumption will be 
over 2.5 times higher than in 2012 and 15 times more than in 2000. 
A lot is being invested in chemicals from coal, particularly in methanol-to-
olefins (MTO) processes. But chemicals from coal will only account for 
12-20% of total chemicals capacity because of its need for water and 
its environmental impact. “China has to balance economic growth and 
environmental protection in the long run,” said Yu.

The country’s high levels of chemicals overcapacity. This results in 50-
70% unprofitable utilization rates in butyl rubber, purified terephthalic acid 
(PTA), PVC, methanol and acetic acid. But excess capacity is likely to 
be reduced by the strict enforcement of environmental standards and 
regulations. Mergers and acquisitions will also lead to closures. “China 
has done this with its steel sector to build up national and international 
champions, “Yu said. “Now they are going to do the same in chemicals.”
The share in the Chinese chemicals market of foreign-funded 
companies had remained static since the turn of the century at around 
20%, possibly because of restrictions on their participation in certain 
segments of the industry, according to Yu. But now the government is 
trying to open up the market further to foreign companies by simplifying 
administrative approvals of investment and making adjustments to 
foreign investment laws.
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Promoting corporate 
governance and 
gender diversity in 
board rooms of GCC

Mutlaq Al-Morished
CEO, TASNEE

“GCC COMPANIES SHOULD 
FOLLOW THE EXAMPLE OF 
SOME LEADING WESTERN 
COMPANY BY EVALUATING 

THE PERFORMANCE OF THEIR 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS” 

A big priority for GCC companies is the need to invest in skills, 
expertise and development of talent in its workforce. But 
they also need to raise business efficiency by improving the 

effectiveness of their company boards, particularly by appointing more 
women to them, said Mutlaq Al-Morished, chief executive of Tasnee, the 
Saudi petrochemicals producer. 

Recent surveys by the Board Directors Institute (BDI), an association 
for GCC directors, have found inadequate skills and knowledge among 
directors. “Board members come to meetings inadequately prepared 
because they haven’t read the package of meeting documents, “said 
Al-Morished. “They are also frightened to speak their minds because of 
fears of upsetting people.”

GCC companies should follow the example of some leading Western 
company by evaluating the performance of boards by, for example, 
the company’s chairman or a third party, Al-Morished suggested. 
“If members of boards are not performing adequately they must be 
removed,” he added.

In order to ensure a diversity of views and to avoid a “herd” mentality, 
boards in GSS companies should have members from a greater 
diversity of occupations and disciplines.

In particular they should have much more gender diversity. Women 
directors improve returns on equity by 53%, returns on sales by 42% 
and returns on invested capital by 66%, according to one US study.
A survey last year of women’s share of board seats at stock-indexed 

companies showed that the highest was in Scandinavia at around 30-
35% while in the US it was close to 20% “In the GCC, gender diversity in 
boards remains an exception rather than the rule,” Al-Morished said.
Over half – 56% - of GCC directors agreed in a BDI survey that “gender 
diversity positively influences board dynamics by increasing interactions 
in meetings (and) discipline in discussions”.

But 50% felt either that not many women were capable of doing the 
work of a board member or did not possesses the required knowledge 
and skills or that the role was “too demanding for most women to fulfil 
diligently and effectively”.

Thirty per cent believe there are “no hurdles” to women being appointed 
to boards. Over 65% thought that quota systems like those used in 
some Western countries was not the solution.

Al-Morished suggested that the experience in Western companies 
indicates that in order for gender diversity among executives and 
managers to increase it needs to be strongly supported first by company 
boards. 
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Chemical Industry 
Update, A Bankers
Perspective

Paul A. Smith
Managing Director, Citigroup Global 
Markets Inc.

 “WHEN IT COMES TO GLOBAL 
GROWTH, THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN “TWO PERCENT 

AND TWO-POINT-FIVE 
PERCENT REALLY MATTERS”

Key economic indicators like electricity consumption, railcar 
loadings and bank lending show that actual growth in China this 
year is 4%, said Paul Smith, managing director, Citigroup Global 

Markets, New York. In a recent study. Citigroup estimated that there 
was a 40% probability of a moderate global recession and 15% of a 
severe one in 2016-17, mainly as a result of the impact on emerging 
economies which exports commodities to China. 

The recession would result in a fall in the average operating rates of the 
world chemical industry from the lower 90s percentage range to the 
upper 80s. This would lead to an inability to absorb capacity additions, 
loss of pricing powers and reduced profitability across the chemicals 
chain, Smith said. Currently Wall Street has a lot of confidence in the 
performance of the petrochemicals industry because high operating 
rates are yielding strong profitability. Profits of derivatives have also been 
high. Polyethylene has also been increasing its share of ethylene chain 
margins to around two thirds, according to Smith. One of the main 
drivers behind higher operating rates and profits in petrochemicals has 
been the low oil price. At the same time the high operating rates can 
create supply shortages which can further boost profits.

A sign of confidence in the global chemical industry as a whole has 
been a convergence of stock market valuations of chemical companies 
as represented by the multiples of earnings before interest, tax, 
depreciation and amortization (EBITDA) around 5-7. Even the multiples 
gap between US petrochemicals companies benefiting from the shale 
gas boom and non-US players has now virtually disappeared. Another 
indication of optimism about the industry has been an increase in 
mergers and acquisitions activity so that it is now at its highest level for 
several years.

The main factors behind this increase has been “aggressive” earnings 
targets set by investors, very low interest rates and strong corporate 
balance sheets, said Smith. M&A transaction multiples in recent 
chemicals takeovers have reached 14 times EBITDA. When the financial 
returns from synergies in acquisitions are added the multiples are even 
higher, Smith said. The current relatively high level of M&as in chemicals, 
involving both strategic and financial buyers, is likely to continue as 
companies seek to streamline their portfolios and to take advantage of 
the need for consolidation. 

Among the sub-sectors which Smith thought “ripe for consolidation” 
are agrochemicals and fertilizers, polyamide, paints and coatings and 
titanium dioxide pigments. While US companies have been busily 
streamlining their portfolio, European companies still have more to do 
with theirs. At the same time there is pressure for restructuring from 
activist investors, while financial sponsors are looking for deals. However 
the vast majority of M&A activity—over 80% - has been taking place in 
North America and Western Europe. On the other hand most organic 
investments - around three quarters—are made by companies in the 
Middle East and Asia. Economic growth has been the main stimulus 
behind petrochemical capacity increases in Northeast Asia and the 
Middle East. Since 2005, the expansion in ethylene capacity in North 
East Asia, which with the Middle East, has been the biggest in the 
world, has almost exactly tracked the rise in per capita GDP in the Asian 
region. North America and the Middle East have been showing similar 
investment patterns with growth in organic investment being closely 
correlated in each region with periods of advantaged feedstocks. 

The Middle East is also starting to participate more in M&As with 
investment in acquisitions seen as being complementary to that in 
organic growth. SABIC is now in the top five in the M&A global table 
covering deals since 2000, with the leader being BASF followed by 
Dow Chemical, according to Smith. “In an environment where organic 
growth within the region is slowing, Gulf petrochemical players should be 
more active in global M&A,” Smith said. “There needs to be a shift from 
the organic growth mentality. M&A deals are necessary to maintain a 
leadership momentum in the chemical industry.”
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Closing Address

Dr Abdulwahab 
Al-Sadoun
Secretary General, GPCA

 “PRODUCTION CAPACITY 
GREW BY 9.5% P.A. BETWEEN 

2000 AND 2014, OVER 3X 
INCREASE IN CAPACITY 

RESULTING IN LARGE AND 
GROWING GLOBAL POSITION”

The faith of Western investors in the future of the global 
chemical industry is being matched by the confidence the 
GCC petrochemicals industry has in its own sector. “We are 

very optimistic in this part of the world that our industry will continue its 
successful journey into the future,” said Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun, GPCA 
secretary general, in the closing address of the conference.

In 2000-2014 the GCC petrochemicals capacity had grown by a 
CAGR of 9.5%, second to that in China. The resulting threefold rise 
in capacity had by last year given the GCC global capacity shares of 
16% in ethylene, 25% in ethylene glycol, 22% MTBE, 17% high density 
polyethylene (HDPE) and 11% polyethylene (PE).

Utilization rates in the GCC averaged 94% last year. “We have reason 
to believe that this performance will continue in the coming years,” Al-
Sadoun said. 

While chemical exports went up by volume by 2% last year to 67.2m 
tons, they increased in value by 13.6% to $62bn.

Chemical imports, mainly comprising specialities and inorganics, were 
static at $26bn but rose year-on-year by 2.6% by volume to almost 20m 
tons. “We are optimistic we can catch the opportunities here for import 
substitution by manufacturing the imported products ourselves,” said 
Al-Sadoun.

R&D spending in the GCC has increased by a CAGR of 12% over 
the past decade, twice the global growth rate. In 2014 it shot up by 
44% year-on-year while patent applications increased by 28% to 609 
compared to 2013. “But our total R&D level is still under 1% of revenue,” 
said Al-Sadoun. 

At the same time there had been a big rise in the GCC’s product 
portfolio as it diversified downstream. It expanded by 15% to 98 last year 
with the prospect of another 59 being added by 2020.

Despite not being a labor intensive sector, the GCC chemical industry 
has created 73,000 new job opportunities with its employment going up 
2% last year. Economic diversification will result in even more jobs being 
created, Al-Sadoun said.
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6. Day Zero IHS Seminar: The New 
Energy Environment: Implications for 
Chemicals Industry 



As part of the three day 
Forum program, the agenda 
included a dedicated seminar 

facilitated by IHS chemicals on the 
pre-conference day themed “The 
New Energy Environment: Implications 
for Chemicals Industry”. The seminar 
was divided into two sessions with 
the first session covering topics on 
the state of the global industry and the 
latter more focused on the outlook of 
specific regions including the Middle 
East, China and North America.

Speakers included senior level executives from IHS Chemical offices 
around the globe and the sessions were moderated by Lyn Tattum, Vice 
President, IHS Chemical. Presentations focused on how the unexpected 
drop in global crude oil prices has caught some chemical producers 
in the Middle East off guard, which has resulted in their companies 
reporting significantly lower profits or losses in the third-quarter. This, 
according to IHS, could undermine investments in new chemical 
projects in the region. 

“It does appear that Middle East chemical producers were a bit surprised 
at just how far oil prices fell and how quickly their earnings were 
impacted,” said Sanjay Sharma, vice president, Middle East and India, 
at IHS Chemical. “The region’s producers reported mixed third-quarter 
results, with a majority experiencing lower profits while others reported 
losses. Those companies with fixed feedstock costs were particularly 
hard hit by falling oil prices, and that lost income is, in turn, putting a 
squeeze on their expenses and capital budgets. This is impacting new 
planned projects in the region, so it has a snowball effect.”

Recent cancellation of the Al Sajeel and Al Karaana projects in the 
Middle East, Sharma said, are examples of how the oil price slowdown 
is already impacting specific investments in the region. He expects 

producers are going to be fairly cautious going forward with new 
investments until the market volatility becomes less of a threat. In 
addition, this rapid oil price decline comes after a period of exceptionally 
strong margins and higher producer costs, as overall spending 
increased with the enhanced margins.

“As a result,” Sharma said, “due to a sharp decline in revenue, the 
producers are not only faced with scaling back investments and 
adjusting to volatile energy market dynamics, but they also have to reel 
in costs at the same time and become more efficient. It is critical now, 
more than ever, that they improve operational excellence and control 
value leakage from production ventures. The oil and gas industry has 
been going through this same difficult exercise since the oil prices 
first began to drop significantly, but now the belt tightening is being 
experienced by chemical producers as well.”

Profits at SABIC, the region’s largest chemical player, began to decline, 
year-on-year, in the third quarter of 2014, and since then, others in the 
region have joined SABIC in watching their earnings decline, IHS said. 
Earlier this year, Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), a group of chemical 
producers who depend on ethane feeds, temporarily relinquished 
their position as the world’s lowest-cost ethylene makers to producers 
based on liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) in North America and Europe. 
However, rising LPG prices have since reversed this position.

“Since the summer, a rebound in LPG values and a decline in co-
product revenues have driven up costs in other regions and reinstated 
Middle Eastern ethane crackers as the cost leaders on a global basis,” 
said Matthew Thoelke, senior director of olefins and derivatives at IHS 
Chemical. “The same cannot be said for those in the GCC, who are 
required to crack LPG or condensates; for these, costs are far less 
competitive. Nevertheless, despite less competitive costs and the 
resulting pressure on profitability, there remains a strong incentive to both 
run existing assets and complete assets that are under construction; it is 
for new projects where questions are being asked.”
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As part of the three day schedule, this year’s Forum agenda 
included a dedicated leadership masterclass facilitated by 
Chemical Industry Roundtables LLC on Day 1, themed “Leading 

the Chemical Industry in Volatile times”.

The masterclass included a panel of well-known chemical and 
hydrocarbon industry leaders who inspired the audience while 
discussing how their businesses adapted at a time of fast-moving 
technological, economic and social change.

Main conclusions on the nature of leadership: 

• Leaders need “soft” skills not only learnings from a business school 
curriculum to be effective;

• The best leaders are coaches who develop their employees as the 
next generation of leaders;

• Leaders are change agents with clarity of purpose. They differ from 
managers in that they work with people rather than with systems 
and structures. They never allow an organization to become 
complacent;

• It is often an advantage to be a scientist or engineer to lead a 
chemical business, but a non-technical leader with passion and a 
commitment to lifelong “adaptive” learning will succeed;

• Leaders tolerate mistakes and try to use them to get new 
momentum and growth lessons into the organization. However, it is 
important to recognize failures as early as possible and shut them 
down – “if you fail, fail early”;

• Leaders communicate clearly and personally and practice humility – 
they don’t pretend to know it all.

Main conclusions on challenges and disruptive forces:

• Future leaders will face new challenges:

 » Continuing to become more sustainable in a volatile business 
environment:

• By re-framing a challenge, leaders can provide the stimulus to 
reimagine a problem as an opportunity (for example, defining 
CO2 as a feedstock, not a pollutant, helped develop new CO-2
consuming products at Covestro); 

• Similar re-framing of challenges is essential to attracting new talent 
into the industry;

• Communication will be ever more vital as consumers use a myriad 
of sources to obtain information about chemicals and demand new 
environmental and technical properties from producers.

• Encouraging 3P (people, planet, profit) triple bottom line innovation:

• Balancing the demand for innovation against available people and 
financial resources;

• Using open innovation to speed up innovation and encourage 
disruptive thinking;

• Supporting employees who seek to educate themselves in new 
skills and supporting educational institutions.

Advice to future leaders from the panelist:

• Practice life-long learning;

• You cannot anticipate every change that lies ahead. Be ready to 
adapt and plan for the downsides;

• Don’t neglect non-scientific disciplines: the social sciences and 
humanities will expand your horizons;

• Set goals that are truly challenging and avoid complacency;

• Manage your own work-life balance, so that you are an effective 
leader.

7. Day One Masterclass: Leading the 
chemical industry in volatile times  
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Panelists: 

Dr. Moayyed I. Al-Qurtas 
Chairman of Research & Innovation 
Committee, GPCA

Abdallah S. Jum’ah
 Former President & CEO, Saudi Aramco

Patrick Thomas
Chairman of the Board of Management, 
Covestro AG

Vipul Shah
COO of Petrochemicals Petrochemicals, 
Reliance Industries

Moderator: 

John Pearson
Founder and CEO, 
Chemical Industry Roundtables (CIR)
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8. Other forum 
highlights

A Tribute to GPCA’s 
former Chairman 
Mohamed 
Al-Mady

Mohamed Al-Mady was honored for his role as chairman of 
GPCA over its first nine years of existence. He was presented 
with an award by current chairman Rashed AL Shamsi while 

some of GPCA’s current and former Board members spoke praised 
his leadership and achievements in a video message. Three retiring 
GPCA board members were also recognized for their contributions to 
the association. 

New GPCA 
brand launched 
during the 
Forum 

As part of the anniversary celebrations, GPCA 
unveiled its new visual identity during Day 1 of 
the Forum. The new identity is based around the 

concept of the reaction of chemicals with each other. 
The design, made up of four equal ‘drops’, uses the ‘P’ 
of GPCA to create a chemical test tube, within which a 
variety of molecules represent the collective nature of 
GPCA. The color palette selected for the new identity 
includes colors that represent three individual elements: 
the Arabian Gulf, the sky and desert dunes.  

www.youtube.com/watch?v=ssEctjS2q6E

32 | Post-Event Report 2015



Exhibit explores 
the history of the 
petrochemical 
industry in the 
Arabian Gulf 

A bespoke exhibit looking back at forty years 
of developments in the petrochemical and 
chemical industry in the Arabian Gulf region had 

a prominent place in the main breakout hall of the Forum. 
HH Mohamed Al Mazrouei, UAE Minister of Energy, visited 
the exhibit and praised GPCA for protecting the region’s 
historic industrial heritage, which carries the collective 
memory of industry professionals from the region. All 
delegates also received a poster with the history of the 
industry in the region.  

Publications launched during the Forum
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Second edition 
of the Dow-GPCA 
Young Scientists 
program 

Nine chemical and engineering students from across 
the GCC and North Africa attended the 10th Annual 
GPCA Forum as part of the second edition of the 

Dow-GPCA Young Scientists program. The initiative aims 
to identify and reward students aspiring to pursue a career 
in chemical and petroleum engineering in the GCC. The 
students also visited a Dow Chemical coatings plants in 
Jebel Ali. 

“I personally like the educational experience 
that was provided to us by your team. We 
were exposed to different aspects of the 
forum, attending seminars, networking 
with people, the special meeting with very 
expert people who really provided me with a 
magnitude of usable advice and knowledge 
that is really of great importance in this stage 
of my life.” 

“I've learned many things, such as how does 
the downstream work, the importance of 
knowledge exchange. But i think the most 
important thing is it helped me to reach 
another step in my self building by penetrating 
one door of the professional world.”

“You have such a great team that I really 
enjoyed having this experience with them. 
They are very friendly, helpful, and provide 
us all with very insightful constructive advises 
through the 3 days conference, that really 
helped us to make the most of this forum.”

“It gave me the chance to meet other 
students from around the Arab world and 
exchange knowledge and experience with 
them. It also altered my perspective on 
chemical engineering which is my major 
and the opportunities I'll get as a chemical 
engineer in working for a vast majority of 
chemical and petrochemical companies.” 

“I learned that having the knowledge in 
chemical engineering does not necessarily 
a great leader of a company, you need 
connections and good communication and 
negotiation skills to present your ideas and 
ideals to the world.”

“I really think that this event was great, the 
discussions were especially open, fruitful and 
very motivating. Thanks!” 

“I am very grateful to have been given the 
opportunity to learn the affluent information 
from all the professionals in the chemical 
industry. I personally believe that all the 
invaluable facts that I obtained are practical 
ideas that are outside the realm of textbook 
indoctrination and cannot be learned in a 
typical university setting.” 

YOUNG SCIENTISTS TESTIMONIALS
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A comprehensive overview of the petrochemicals industry in the 
Arabian Gulf debuted during the Forum. Spanning nearly half a 
century, six countries and several companies, the book, titled 

Molecules, Mind and Matter, is authored by Dr. Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun, 
Secretary General, GPCA. The book has been written in partnership 
with the US-based Chemical Heritage Foundation and is published by 
Medina Publishing. Spread out over ten chapters, the book includes first 
person accounts from current and former executives, as well as archival 
images from the GCC’s oldest and most respected companies.

“Since the first joint-venture plants in the late 1960s, the industry has 
expanded from humble beginnings to a multi-billion dollar industry that 

GPCA celebrates anniversary by 
launching two commemorative books

exports its world-class products to every corner of the globe,” said 
Dr. Al-Sadoun. “This unique success story has unfolded due to the 
contributions of many people, but has yet to be recorded, until today.”

A second book presented during the Forum captured the first ten years 
of history of the association itself in Success through cooperation: 
the first decade of the GPCA, 2006-2015. The publication details the 
origins, development and functions of the association. 

Both books are available through the website of Medina Publishing and 
through Amazon.uk 
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9. Media

64

187

299

2013 2014 2015

Number of 
articles

GPCA hosted regional 
journalists from Arabic 
publications during the Forum 
to secure strong regional 
coverage.
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Social media

2014 2015

Followers 723 1,516

New followers gained during event 108 115

GPCA #GPCAForum tweets 50 78

Others #GPCAForum tweets 58 247

Retweets by GPCA 51 74

GPCA tweets retweeted 113 110

Favorites 57 89

Mentions @GulfPetChem 33 46

#GPCAForumQ 18 6

Page likes 1,308 2,066

New likes during the event 39 25

Page views N/A 108

Posts: 10 22

TWITTER

FACEBOOK

LINKEDIN

Total followers: 4,017 10,175

New followers gained during the event: 137 104

Updates: 2 18
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SAVE THE DATE
27-29 November 2016
Madinat Jumeirah,
Dubai, UAE

WHY ATTEND 
THE 11TH ANNUAL 
GPCA FORUM?

This event is the foremost 
meeting place and knowledge-
sharing forum in the Middle 
East for the chemical and 
petrochemicals industry

In addition to the élite speaker 
program there are dedicated 
sessions offering a deeper 
insight into important aspects of 
the conference
theme

You will meet and network with 
over 2,200 expected attendees 
from more than 50 countries

The Annual GPCA Forum 
provides the ideal opportunity 
for you to take time out of 
the business and try a fresh 
approach to new business and 
strategy development

Feedback from past Forum’s has 
always been overwhelmingly
positive, declaring the event “one 
of the leading industry events 
that mirrors the importance of 
this region on the global map”

Benefit from delegate 
networking tool, enabling you 
to contact other attendees and 
arrange meetings in advance of 
the Forum

You will hear invaluable insights 
from CEO’s of the world’s largest
chemical and petrochemical 
companies



The Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) represents the downstream hydrocarbon industry 
in the Arabian Gulf. Established in 2006, the association voices the common interests of more than 250 member 
companies from the chemical and allied industries, accounting for over 95% of chemical output in the Gulf region. 
The industry makes up the second largest manufacturing sector in the region, producing up to $US108 billion worth 
of products a year.

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

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

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

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


