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WELCOME

Welcome 
to the third 
GPCA 
Insight 
newsletter 
of the 
year. As 
usual we 

have a great mix of news and 
feature articles for you to read.

As this issue is published just 
ahead of our 9th GPCA Ferti-
lizer Convention, being held in 
Oman for the first time, we have 
conducted in-depth interviews 
with senior fertilizer industry 
executives. Their views will 
bring you the latest thoughts 
on market developments in the 
GCC region and globally.

We also look forward in this 
issue to our main event of the 
year, the Annual GPCA Forum, 
again taking place in Dubai in 
November, with a strong line-up 
of GCC and international speak-
ers. The theme is ‘Executing 
transformation and investing in 
growth’ and is designed to build 
on last year’s theme.

The forum thus provides an 
opportunity to accelerate 
collaboration with industry 
leaders and seek out invest-
ment opportunities across the  
value chain. It also brings to 
the forefront practical means of 
transformation and an opportu-
nity to share knowledge.
 
Dr Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun 
Secretary General, GPCA

GCC fertilizer exports achieve 
record volumes in 2017
GPCA’s Fertilizer Convention moves to Oman for the first time, as the GCC 
region continues to increase fertilizer production and exports
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“GCC fertilizer 
exports in 2017 
were valued at 
USD 5.3 billion, 
with volumes at 
a record of 20.4 

million tons”

GPCA figures, 2018

Oman hosts GPCA’s 
Fertilizer Convention 
this year for the first 

time, under the patronage of 
H.E. Dr. Fuad Bin Jaafar Bin 
Mohammed Al-Sajwani, Minis-
ter of Agriculture and Fisheries, 
Oman. Now in its ninth year, 
the convention at the Kemp-
inksi Hotel, Muscat, on 18-20 
September focuses on ‘New 
frontiers and opportunities’.

The GCC fertilizer industry 
continues to grow, both as a 
major producer and exporter. 
Figures from GPCA show that 
production capacity will reach 
38.9 million tons in 2018, and 
is expected to increase to 47 
million tons in 2025. 

Revenues have been growing 
at a CAGR of 5.7% between 
2010 and 2017, standing in 
2017 at USD 5.931 billion,  
albeit down from a peak of 
USD 7.217 billion in 2014. 

GCC fertilizer exports in 2017 
were valued at USD 5.3 billion, 
with volumes at a record level 
of 20.4 million tons.

Dr. Abdulrahman Jawahery, 
President, GPIC and Vice 
Chairman, GPCA, will deliver 
the opening remarks at the 
convention and the welcome 
address on day one will be 

delivered by H.E. Eng. Salim 
Al-Aufi, Undersecretary of 
Ministry of Oil and Gas, Oman. 

Keynote addresses will be 
presented by Rakesh Kapur, 
President of the International 
Fertilizer Association (IFA) and 
Joint MD of Indian Farmers 
Fertiliser Cooperative (IFFCO) 

and Charlotte Hebebrand, 
Director General of IFA.

Other distinguished speakers 
include John Baffes, Senior 
Economist, World Bank (Devel-
opment Prospects Group), Dr. 
Khalid Hussain Al-Assaf, Direc-
tor, Estidamah Center, SABIC, 
and José Alberich, Partner, 
A.T. Kearney.

The conference will discuss 
the latest developments in 
global trade and their impacts 
on the GCC fertilizer industry. 
Technical sessions dedicated 
to operational efficiency and 
environmental sustainability 
along with a workshop on 
customer value management 
will provide further opportuni-
ties to share knowledge and 
best practice on this impor-
tant industry platform. 

H.E. Dr. Fuad Al-Sajwani, Oman’s Minister of Agriculture and 
Fisheries (left), and H.E Eng. Salim Al-Aufi, Undersecretary at 
Oman’s Ministry of Oil and Gas, are taking part in the Convention
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AbdelHadi Al-Suhaimi, Ex-
ecutive President, Saudi 
Chevron Phillips Com-

pany (SCP) and Jubail Chevron 
Phillips (JCP), has been elected 
to the GPCA Board of Directors, 
replacing outgoing member 
Said M. Bajodah. Bajodah, who 
has retired from the president 

“This year’s  
forum provides 

the perfect oppor-
tunity to acceler-
ate collaboration 
with industry”

H.E. Shaikh  
Mohammed Al 

Khalifa 

Strong line-up revealed for this 
year’s Annual GPCA Forum

Al-Suhaimi takes up 
seat on GPCA Board

H.E. Al Khalifa and Amin Nasser will make key contributions

Transformation and growth are key topics at this year’s annual meeting, which will feature 
a seminar on the Circular Economy and a series of masterclasses for the first time

 Welcome 
 to new 
members
Al Futtaim Logistics 

Company 

www.aflogistics.com

Nalco Champion, an  

Ecolab company 

www.ecolab.com

NEPC (BeeA’h) 

www.beeah.com

Veolia Middle East 

www.veolia.com/ 

middleeast 

WTS Energy DMCC 

www.wtsenergy.com 

SARF Commodities DMCC 

www.sarfcommodities.com

Air Products 

www.airproducts.ae

Emirates Transport 

www.et.gov.ae

Saudi Industrial Property 

Authority (MODON) 

www.modon.gov.sa

Ravago 

www.ravago.com

Pagev 

www.pagev.org

Bander Al Jabri Logistics 

www.al-jabri.com.sa

Industrial Clusters 

www.ic.gov.sa

Jindal Poly Films 

www.jindalpoly.com

Cambridge Assessment 

English – University of 

Cambridge

www.cambridgeenglish.org

GPCA’s Annual Forum 
returns to the Madinat 
Jumeirah, Dubai, on 26-

28 November this year, with an 
exciting new line-up of speak-
ers who will address the theme 
‘Executing transformation and 
investing in growth’.

The meeting will be inaugurated 
by H.E. Shaikh Mohammed bin 
Khalifa bin Ahmed Al Khal-
ifa, Minister of Oil, Bahrain, 
with Yousef Al-Benyan, Vice 
Chairman and CEO, SABIC, 
and Chairman, GPCA, giving 
the welcome address. Keynote 
speaker is Amin Nasser, Presi-
dent and CEO of Saudi Aramco.

Other speakers include Musab-
beh Al-Kaabi, CEO, Petroleum 
and Petrochemicals, Mubadala; 
Mutlaq H. Al-Morished, CEO, 
TASNEE; Mark Lashier, Presi-
dent and CEO, Chevron Phillips 
Chemical Company; Daniele 
Ferrari, CEO, Versalis, and  
Steven Demetriou, Chairman 
and CEO, Jacobs Engineering.

A seminar on the Circular 

Economy and four masterclass 
sessions dedicated to Digitiza-
tion, Cybersecurity, Women in 

Industry and ‘The global chem-
ical industry in an era of protec-
tionism’ will give delegates an 
insight into the latest challenges 
and trends facing the industry 
and how to address them.

H.E. Al Khalifa, commented: 
“This year’s forum provides the 
perfect opportunity to acceler-
ate collaboration with industry 
leaders and seek out invest-
ment opportunities across the 
entire value chain.”

The forum will also host the 9th 
edition of GPCA’s Leaders of 
Tomorrow program.

Al-Suhaimi will replace  
Bajodah on GPCA Board

position at SCP and JCP after 
eight years, has been of great 
service to GPCA and the Board. 
GPCA thanks him for his contri-
bution, outstanding leadership 
and support. Al-Suhaimi holds a 
Bachelor’s degree of Science in 
Engineering from the University 
of Hartford, Connecticut, U.S., 

and an MBA from University of 
Houston, Texas, U.S.
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Supply chain meeting hears 
calls for more collaboration

Young leaders learn at supply chain event

“The need... is for 
increased value and effi-
ciencies underpinned by  

effective cross-stake-
holder collaboration”

Mohammed Al Muallem,  
CEO and MD, DP World 
UAE Region, and CEO, 

JAFZA

GPCA’s 10th Supply Chain Conference stressed the benefits of increased value  
and efficiencies that can be derived from greater collaboration

Against the backdrop of a rapidly 
evolving business landscape, speak-
ers at the 10th GPCA Supply Chain 

Conference emphasized the importance 
of stakeholder collaboration in addressing 
the risks that could have implications for 
business continuity. 

The two-day conference on 8-10 May in 
Dubai saw speakers identify collaboration 
as a key driver of growth and business 
transformation, enabling cost efficiencies 
and reduced disruption.

In his keynote address, Mohammed Al 
Muallem, CEO and MD, DP WORLD UAE 
Region and CEO, JAFZA, highlighted the 
drivers for collaboration to meet future 
challenges and growing demand from 
key export markets. He said: “The largest 
demand growth will come from Asia, which 
will account for 60% of the middle class 
globally and 40% of total chemicals de-
mand. With global supply  chains becoming 
increasingly complex and diverse, the need

of the hour is increased value and efficien-
cies underpinned by effective cross-stake-
holder collaboration.”

Dr. Robert de Souza, Executive Director 
and CEO, The Logistics Institute – Asia  
Pacific, told the audience in a second 
keynote address, that risk management 
will be key to predict future challenges and 
ensure the robustness and resilience of the 
region’s supply chain industry.

The 7th edition of GPCA’s Leaders of 
Tomorrow (LoT) program, supported 
by SABIC, took place just before the  

association’s annual Supply Chain Conference 
(see above). GCC students and academics 
from the supply chain, engineering and wider 
fields of study took part in a seminar on the 
morning of 8 May, introduced by GPCA  
Secretary General Dr. Abdulwahab Al Sadoun.

He was followed by a presentation on 
connecting the Middle East to the world via 
the supply chain by Dr. Wolfgang Hoppman, 
CEO of Schmidt Logistics Middle East. Saleh 
Al Suwaiti, GM Procurement Center of 
Excellence at TASNEE, then took students 
through the drivers for supply chain improve-
ment and presented a case study. Yusra Al 

Zaher, a shortlisted nominee for the Ibtikar 
category of the GPCA Supply Chain Awards, 
presented her project on supply chain.

Presentations were followed by an interactive 

session, designed and facilitated by Saleh  
Al Suwaiti, where students were given case  
studies on stakeholder management and 
customer clustering. Students then visited the 
RSA-TALKE facility and ChemHub in Jebel Ali.

Young leaders clearly enjoyed their time on the supply chain program

GPCA to host work-
shop on digitization
Digitization remains an important trend 
shaping the chemical industry in the GCC 
and globally. GPCA, in collaboration with 
global consultancy McKinsey, is hosting 
a workshop on 17 October 2018 at the 
InterContinental Hotel, Jubail, Saudi 
Arabia, entitled: ‘Making a step change 
in organization and asset productivity: 
Implementing holistic digital transforma-
tions’. The workshop will discuss topics 
such as digital strategy, culture of the 
organization related to digital initiatives 
and processes, digital capabilities and 
performance indicators. Senior industry 
experts from McKinsey will address these 
important themes and provide insight into 
the latest digitization trends. The work-
shop targets senior industry leaders.
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Innovate to lead.

CUF’s new brand
for the Chemical Sector.

CUF’s world has always been composed of change. Our bonds with Portugal, with people 
and the future, those remain constant. Today, we’re stepping up to international challenges 
with a new brand: Bondalti. 
Strengthening our heritage and a dedication to e�ciency, in the firm belief that the creation 
of value must foster sustainability and human values.

bondalti.com
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GPCA is pleased to an-
nounce that members will 
enjoy exclusive access 

to its most recently published 
reports and studies, while its 
archive of reports will be open to 
members of the public. Non- 
GPCA members can also down-
load the executive summaries 
(in both Arabic and English) of all 
new reports released in 2018. 

Recent reports (from the last two 
years) can be accessed on the 
members’ portal using member 
log-in details. Post-event reports 

Gulf-SQAS training session is 
hosted by RSA Talke and TriStar

Members get exclusive recent report access

 BAHRAIN
 HOSTS R&I
WORKSHOP
In May this year, Gulf 
Petrochemical Industries 
Company (GPIC) hosted 
a workshop to address 
the future roadmap for 
regional petrochemical 
research and innovation. 
The meeting was attend-
ed by the GPCA Research 
and Innovation Com-
mittee, key academics, 
technology partners and 
consultants.

are available for download on the 
GPCA website.

Since May, GPCA has issued six 
new reports, including the 5th 
GPCA Research and Innova-
tion Summit post-event report; 
the 10th GPCA Supply Chain 
Conference post-event report; 

and the 2nd Responsible Care 
Conference post-event report. 

Ahead of the 9th GPCA Fertilizer 
Convention, GPCA has released 
a co-branded report with Integer, 
entitled ‘Africa Fertilizer Market 
Development’, and a report by 
Nexant, ‘Africa fertilizer market 

outlook: Challenges and oppor-
tunities for GCC producers’.

The GCC Chemicals Industry 
Innovation Indicators 2017 report 
and bilingual executive summa-
ries for the Circular Economy and 
Plastics report, co-branded with 
Nexant, are also now available.

Delegates at the work-
shop discussed the future 
direction of innovation

 GPCA has successfully completed a two day training session for Gulf-SQAS assessors on 27-28 
 August 2018, directed and supported by the GPCA Gulf SQAS Committee members. The event
was hosted by RSA Talke and TriStar Group
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The chemical industry in the Arabian 
Gulf, and indeed globally, is reaping 
significant benefits from adopting 

Responsible Care, according to speakers 
at the 2nd GPCA Responsible Care Con-
ference, held on 6-8 May at the InterConti-
nental hotel in Dubai.

With the theme ‘Responsible Care – The 
Competitive Advantage’, the conference 
showcased best learnings across the 
regional chemical, petrochemical and 
logistics industries.

Sadara Chemical, Borouge, GPIC, PIC, 
Farabi and Almajdouie all received 
awards for their Responsible Care 

performance at a star-studded ceremony 
on the evening of 7 May at the InterConti-
nental, Dubai, Festival City, UAE.

They proved victorious in GPCA’s 2nd 
Responsible Care Awards, which enjoyed 
a record number of nominations this year, 
attracting 63 entries in six highly contest-
ed categories. These covered occupa-
tional health and safety, process safety, 
the environment, resource utilization and 
more. 

For the first time, the awards featured a spe-
cial ‘Rising Star’ young employee category 
and an award for Best Responsible Care 
Company for Logistics Service Providers.

Companies honored for their 
Responsible Care performance 

Winners celebrate by showing their award trophies after the presentations

In his keynote address on the contribution 
of Responsible Care to the bottom line, Eng. 
Khalid S. Al-Mudaifer, President and CEO, 
Ma’aden, spoke of how adopting the pro-
gram helped achieve best practices within 
health, safety and environment, community 
engagement, local content, and economic 
and social progress, among others.

Kate Holzhauser, VP, Environment, Health, 
Safety and Security (EHS&S), CP Chem, 
spoke of the transformative effects of Re-
sponsible Care at Chevron Phillips and how 
it helped the organization achieve safer op-
erations and lower its environmental impact.

GPCA adopted Responsible Care in  
December 2009 in line with its commitment 
to continually advance the sustainability 
agenda in the region’s chemical industry. 
Since 2010, GPCA has collected, aggregated 
and analyzed EHS&S metrics data, following 
international reporting standards, from its full 
member companies. The valuable findings 
are published annually in a performance 
metrics report that offers the region learning 
opportunities and is an excellent means of 
benchmarking EHS&S performance.

At the event, GPCA released its 5th 
Responsible Care Performance Metrics 

Report ‘Promoting Continuous Improve-
ment’, showcasing the milestones and 
achievements in sustainability and 
EHS&S by chemical companies in the 
Arabian Gulf. Data presented in the 
report is based on 21 individual per-
formance metrics. More than 70% of 
GPCA members have now undergone 
the independent RC14001 third-party 
certification process.

On-line self-assessment tool 
GPCA has developed an online self- 
assessment tool for the Codes of Manage-
ment Practices within Responsible Care, 
enabling members to record and bench-
mark their own performance. It is the first 
of its kind in the GCC region, it asserts. 

The new centralized platform allows 
individual companies to self-assess their 
implementation of and compliance with 
Responsible Care codes and to bench-
mark these against other companies’ 
performance.

In addition to the self-assessment tool, 
members can also extract their own 
self-assessment report, share success 
stories and lessons learnt, and track the 
status of required actions.

Delegates to the GPCA’s 2nd Responsi-
ble Care Conference in Dubai heard how 
the initiative can lead to continuous in 
safety and environmental performance

Responsible Care drives up performance

“Responsible Care at 
Chevron Phillips... helped 
the organization achieve 

safer operations and 
lower its environmental 

impact”

Kate Holzhauser, VP, 
EHS&S, CP Chem
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Technology is improving the delivery and 
uptake of specialty fertilizers
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GPCA Insight asked 
Rakesh Kapur, Presi-
dent of the Internation-
al Fertilizer Associa-
tion (IFA) and joint MD 
of India’s IFFCO, his 
views on the fertilizer 
industry landscape.  
He is a keynote speak-
er at GPCA’s Fertilizer 
Conference in Oman

Fertilizer industry rises  
to the global challenge 

climate change and environmental degra-
dation prevail, the regulatory framework will 
drive innovation for enhanced efficiency 
in fertilizer usage. Its consumption will 
increase provided that prices are affordable 
for wider adoption by farmers. 

In what way, if any, are the issues differ-
ent for GCC producers? 
Overall, we are witnessing maturity in the 
fertilizer market, especially in commodity 
fertilizers, but there are regional differences. 
In the mature markets, the challenges of 
soil degradation, climate change and water 
scarcity have shifted the focus on to ferti-
lizers with improved NUE and the specialty 
fertilizers segment.  

The GCC region, with large reserves in 
the nitrogenous and phosphatic fertilizer 
segment, is mostly export-oriented with 
over 90% of mainstream fertilizers sold 
overseas. Asia is the largest importer of 
GCC fertilizers followed by North and Latin 
America, respectively. 

However, over time, the prolonged period of 
low oil and gas prices has helped the ferti-
lizer industry. Countries such as the US and 
India are targeting self-reliance in nitroge-
nous fertilizers; together these account for 
almost half of the GCC region’s nitrogenous 
fertilizer exports. 

Also, oversupply of liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) is helping countries like India, Paki-
stan and Egypt to increase their domestic 
production capabilities. As such, new market 
segments and geographies are required to 
be explored by the GCC producers to offset 
the likely demand from GCC countries. 

However, favorable policy initiatives, price 
affordability and improved infrastructure in 
the regions struggling for fertilizer availability 
will present good export opportunities to 
GCC producers. 

The share of agriculture in the GDP of the 

What would you say are the main issues 
facing the crop nutrition sector at present? 
Some years ago, no one questioned the 
role of mineral fertilizers, as food availability 
was the major concern. However, in recent 
years, the burden of over-usage and, in 
some instances, fertilizer application rates 
lower than the global benchmark have put a 
focus on the sector to improve the nutrient 
use efficiency (NUE) of fertilizers. 

Also, due to dietary transition and prefer-
ences, food systems have shown signs of 
change. There is increased attention on per-
sonalized nutrition for humans and the role 
of secondary/micro-nutrients in the soil.  

The fertilizer sector has to adapt to these 
new challenges and develop strategies for 
maintaining soil and crop nutrition, as well 
as the ecosystem. 

Another issue facing the crop nutrition sec-
tor is non-availability of mineral fertilizers 
in some parts of the world. Agricultural 
regions like Latin America and Africa are 
struggling with transport infrastructure, 
distribution networks, uncertain policy envi-
ronments, weak regulatory systems, credit 
constraints, lack of timely information and 
usage of inferior agri-technologies, all of 
which are critical to enhancing agriculture 
production across the globe.

The nitrogen nutrient has a major role in 
crop nutrition and the benefit of its unit 
price to unit crop price has given significant 
results of high agriculture production and 
improved food availability across globe. 

The decline in ‘Nitrogen Use Efficiency’ is 
a challenge but with improvements in tech-
nology, a wide range of specialty fertilizers 
on the nitrogenous side, such as controlled 
release, slow released, enhanced efficiency 
fertilizers, etc., are available in the market. 

Neem coating of urea in India is also an 
initiative in this direction. As challenges of 

GPC_210918_008-009.indd   8 10/09/2018   14:52



September 2018 | GPCA INSIGHT 9www.gpca.org.ae

INTERVIEW
Middle East region is low due to limited 
availability of arable land and excessive 
water usage. New emerging indoor farming 
models such as greenhouse/polyhouse/
vertical farming and micro-irrigation tech-
niques are appealing concepts that may 
give enormous potential for the region to 
increase its share of agriculture in its GDP. 

What is the industry doing to improve the 
business outlook for nutrient producers, 
through IFA and other trade bodies? 
Industry is currently engaged in a strate-
gic review (IFA 2030) process to evaluate 
possible scenarios and proactively position 
itself to meet the future challenges. This 
process has identified six key insights and 
implications, and the outcome will be ready 
by November 2018. 

It will be shared during the IFA Strategic 
Forum being held in Beijing, China. The 
industry plans to set up a ‘Roundtable on 
Sustainable Plant Nutrition Solutions’, a 
multi-stakeholder process, that would allow 
the industry to engage on an ongoing basis 
with non-fertilizer industry players who also 
have a role to play and/or have a keen in-
terest in effective fertilizer management, i.e. 
farm associations, policymakers, agricultural 
research centers, NGOs, and other industry 
sectors, such as other input providers, de-
velopers of soil and plant health diagnostics. 

An initiative such as this will bring together 
different stakeholders to facilitate a shared 
understanding and work towards collabora-
tive solutions among partners with a vested 
interest. The industry is also increasing its 
market intelligence on specialty fertilizer 
segments such as slow and controlled 
release fertilizers (SCRFs), water-soluble 
fertilizers (WSFs) and inhibitors. 

The farmer has to deal with increased cost 
across the value chain due to wider product 
range and service offerings from different input 
providers. Producer/farmer cooperatives can 
help better integrate and consolidate inputs 
and services to small and marginal farmers, 
especially in countries in Africa and Asia. 

Do you see protective trade policies 
and tariffs as a growing problem for the 
industry?
Fertilizer trade is global and has always 
been subject to some protectionist meas-
ures by various countries. One of the most 

important protectionist measures that can 
affect the Middle East as a fertilizer export-
er is a potential increase in import tariffs in 
large import markets. 

The prevailing tariff and non-tariff barriers 
for urea in Sub-Saharan Africa results in Ni-
geria exporting 80% of total urea capacity 
to Brazil and Argentina, which otherwise 
is sufficient to satisfy most of the urea 
demand in Sub-Saharan Africa.  

Protectionist measures on agriculture trade 
items can potentially impact demand for 
fertilizers and international trade. The current 
retaliatory tariff of an additional 25% by Chi-
na on USD 12 billion worth of soybeans from 
the US, and reduced tariffs from 3% to zero 
from India, South Korea, Bangladesh, Laos 
and Sri Lanka, can impact fertilizer demand. 

Other countries are joining the retaliation 
and increasing the custom duties on prod-
ucts from the US. If governments resort to 
restrictive trade policies, especially in a tit-
for-tat process, it could lead to an unman-
ageable escalation.

The recent EU/Japan trade agreement signed 
in July 2018 provides hope for endorsement 
of a global trading system that is under 

“Favorable policy initia-
tives, price affordability 
and improved infrastruc-
ture... will present good 
export opportunities to 

GCC producers”

Rakesh Kapur 
President, IFA, and joint 

MD, IFFCO

IF
A

increasing threat from unilateralism and 
protectionism. 

The deal which covers 600 million people 
and almost a third of the global economy 
is aimed at eliminating tariffs on nearly all 
goods and access of European food items 
to the Japanese market. This will potentially 
influence both agriculture items as well as 
fertilizers trade. 

What is your medium-term outlook for 
the fertilizer sector? 
Capacity investments have a regional 
variation. The North American region is ex-
panding mainly in potash and there is slow 
down on nitrogen segment, while in the 
West Asian region, the capacity evolution is 
marginal in ‘N’ and ‘P’ segments. 

In Africa and the South Asian region, 
massive capacities are coming up in the 
nitrogen segment. 

In the medium five-year term, globally capac-
ity will increase in all three main fertilizer seg-
ments, but the more rapid growth is in potash 
(+10% over 2017) rather than for phosphoric 
acid (+6%) and ammonia (+3%). 

Average annual growth rates in fertilizer 
nutrient demand have progressively fallen 
from 2.1% (2012) to 1.3% (2018). Looking 
at the projected demand at a modest 1.3% 
average annual growth, compared with the 
1.6%/year growth in supply, fertilizer mar-
kets will remain widely supply-driven while 
different structural imbalances will exist 
between the three main nutrient segments.

And finally, with regards the United 
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), how is the fertilizer industry 
helping meet these targets?
The industry is extensively engaging at UN 
level in discussing the challenges faced in 
achieving SDG goals 1-3, which focus on 
poverty eradication; the promotion of food 
security and sustainable agriculture; and 
healthy lives and well-being for all. 

Besides, active participation is being made by 
the industry for development of a regulatory 
framework related to fertilizer use. The industry 
has developed nutrient stewardship frame-
works (4Rs), around the globe, which incor-
porate the principles of using the right nutrient 
source, at the right rate, time and place.
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GCC fertilizer producers 
move towards specialties 

Saudi Arabia has diversified its fertilizer base with phosphates at Ma’aden

John Baker London

M&A activity in fertilizers and crop protection has been high in recent years, but the 
trend is towards smaller deals in more specialty areas, says José Alberich, Partner, 
A.T. Kearney Middle East and a speaker at the GPCA Fertilizer Convention 

The global crop nutrition and crop 
protection sectors have seen substan-
tial, large-scale merger and acquisition 

(M&A) activity of late. Producers have sought 
consolidation and cost synergies in the face 
of low growth and soft pricing in global farm 
produce and fertilizer markets. 

Notable deals include ChemChina’s purchase 
of Syngenta, Bayer’s move to buy Monsanto, 
and sell parts of the business to BASF, and 
Potash Corp and Agrium merger to create 
Nutrien. The Dow Chemical/DuPont merger 
will also create a new major crop protection 
business when it is spun off next year.

Companies have been keen to improve their 
network efficiency and supply chain reliability 
through scale, says José Alberich, partner 
at A.T. Kearney Middle East, and a speaker 
at this year’s GPCA Fertilizer Convention in 
Oman. They have also been looking for global 
capacity additions and market positions.  

But the drivers for M&A in the sector are 
changing, he explains. Going forward, 
portfolio development and acquisition of 
new technologies will become much more 
important. And, whereas GCC commodity 
fertilizer producers have been largely unaf-
fected by the recent major wave of deals, 
they may well play a role in future. 

GCC producers today are largely exporters 
of commodity nitrogen and, more recently, 
phosphate fertilizers, but are keen to add 
potash capability, move into more specialty 
crop nutrients and also supply products such 
as solvents into the crop protection business 
from their position in heavy distillates. 

A further potential, says Alberich, is to take 
advantage of their strength in ammonia to 
move into methyl- and ethylamines and 
ethyleneamines production, which is limited 
in presence in the GCC region at present, 
with just the Huntsman/Zamil Group joint 
venture active in production.

Potash production a target
With the investments at Ma’aden in Saudi 
Arabia, the GCC fertilizer sector has 
added phosphates to its ammonia/urea 
capability. “What is missing now, points 
out Alberich, is to add the third macronu-
trient to their portfolios. 

“Regional production of potash could 
help in the short- and mid-term to enable 
producers to offer a range of added-value 
NPK fertilizer products. In the longer term 
however, given the geographical concen-
tration of the primary resources, GCC 
players may have to think of growing their 
potash portfolios through M&A.”

A route to this, he indicates, would be to 
joint venture with potash producers to the 
north of Saudi Arabia, in the Red Sea/Dead 
Sea area, such as in Arab Potash Compa-
ny of Jordan. This has been examined for 
many years, he adds, but developments are 
now seen as more positive. 

An investment in this region, either through 
M&A or joint venture, would be well placed as 
a fertilizer hub, as NPK product could be  
exported easily either westwards via the Red 
Sea or to the East with existing infrastructures.

“However, he adds, it is still early days for 
such a development, but some internation-
al players active in potash are already in 
the Middle East and he believes that GCC 
producers may choose partnerships in the 
opposite direction as a path to grow their 
macronutrients portfolio.”

Such large-scale investments aside, the 
GCC producers have the opportunity to 
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“GCC has historically 
been the balancer in 

global trade flows, serv-
ing the US and India on a 

seasonal basis”

José Alberich
Partner, A.T. Kearney  

Middle East

drive further into the speciality fertilizer, 
such as water-soluble and slow-release 
formulations, and micro-nutrients areas 
through targeted M&A. 

SABIC has resolved to play in this market, 
noting in its 2017 annual report that it “has 
earmarked significant resources for acquisi-
tion, primarily in petrochemicals, agri-nutri-
ents and specialties, over the next five years.” 
China in particular is a strategic market for 
SABIC, but it is also looking at new horizons 
in Africa and Latin America.

Market balancer
Such moves are timely, notes Alberich, as 
GCC producers have lost market position 
in nitrogen fertilizers due to the US shale 
gas-driven expansion in North America. 
“GCC has historically been the balancer in 
global trade flows, serving the US and India 
on a seasonal basis.” Now, with N fertilizers 
dominated by around six major players, there 
is not room for further investments in the 
GCC region, he believes. This is not so when 
it comes to phosphates, he adds, noting that 
Ma’aden is now looking to proceed with its 

Phosphate III third-phase investment. 

He also thinks it unlikely that GCC produces 
will move into crop protection markets, like 
ChemChina did with Syngenta, given that 
there is really no pull from the need to service 
the huge demand in domestic markets. 

While a move into active ingredients is ruled 
out, he does see potential for GCC producers 
to supply the crop protection products formu-
lation sector, offering solvents especially from 
their middle distillates and aromatics output. 

In conclusion, says Alberich, the message is 
that GCC producers are unlikely to repli-
cate their success with nitrogen fertilizers, 
although they may be able to approach this in 
phosphates and potentially potash. The route 
forward is in specialty nutrients. 

GCC producers may play a part in global 
M&A in the agri-sector, it may well be limited 
in scope. In any case, he says, the days of 
huge deals in the sector are likely over, with 
activity in future much more geared to small-
er portfolio- and technology-driven deals.
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US urea expansion  
hits GCC exports
Stephen Mitchell, Editor – Nitrogen at Argus 
Media, examines the rise of US ammonia and 
urea capacity and its impact on GCC producers

Over the last two years, the US has 
added significant new capacity to 
world fertilizer markets, reducing ex-

port opportunities for GCC producers. While 
some exporters have increased shipments 
to the US, the overall volume shipped from 
the region has seen a dramatic decrease.

All six urea plants built in the US since 2016 
are on stream, adding nearly 5 million tons/
year to capacity. Five of the new units are 
located inland and directly replace urea pre-
viously imported, much of it from the GCC. 
In addition, two standalone ammonia plants 
have started up, adding 1.55 million tons/
year to US capacity and dramatically reduc-
ing the need for imported ammonia. 

Since the first new plant started up in 2016, 
urea imports have fallen by nearly 3 million 
tons. US imports peaked at about 7.6 million 
tons in 2015-2016, falling 38% to 4.69 million 
tons in the year to 30 June 2018, according 
to statistics from The Fertilizer Institute.

A further decrease is likely in the coming year 
as some of the more recent start-ups have 
only recently ramped up to full capacity. Al-
lowing for some expansion in the overall urea 
market, analysts predict an eventual decline 
to around 4 million tons/year in US imports. 

As the largest suppliers of urea to the US, 
GCC countries have been most affected by 
this change in trading patterns. In 2015-
2016, GCC countries accounted for 57% 
of all US urea imports. This proportion 
has changed little, but the overall tonnage 
shipped from the Middle East to the US 
has dropped dramatically. GCC countries 
exported 1.77 million tons less urea to the 
US last year than in 2015-2016. 

Increased US output and the consequent 
fall in import demand have had a marked 
impact on urea prices. The benchmark 
price for urea FOB barge in New Orleans 
(Nola) has fallen relative to prices in other 
markets, notably Brazil which is seen as the 
main point of comparison. Based on Argus’ 
weekly price assessments, the netback to 
GCC exporters to the US was nearly USD 
20/ton lower in 2017 than from Brazil. 

The reaction of Middle East exporters to 
lower US demand and declining returns has 
varied widely. The two largest exporters, 
Muntajat and SABIC, have continued to 
ship large tonnages to the US, reluctant to 
give up on a market they have spent many 
years developing. 

Qatari supplier Muntajat is by far the largest 
single exporter to the US, shipping 1.3 
million tons in 2017-2018. SABIC exported 
over 600,000 tons in the same year. The US 
has been a key baseload market for the two 
largest Middle East exporters for some time 
and will remain so. 

In contrast, shipments from the other GCC 
exporters have all fallen markedly since 2016 
as producers and traders have sought the 
highest netbacks for their urea. Exports from 
Abu Dhabi and Oman have fallen by two-
thirds, while exports from Kuwait and Bahrain 
through PIC have been cut by three-quarters. 

Most of the dislocation caused by the new 
US urea capacity has taken place. Further, 
lesser decreases in imports are expected 
in the coming year, but overall the main 
changes to trading patterns and the main 
price impact are probably behind us. 

Reduced export opportunities in the US 
have obliged GCC countries to focus on oth-
er markets, notably in Asia and Africa, where 
the reduction in Chinese exports has created 
demand for urea from the Middle East. 

Brazil is the other main focus, the country 
have replaced the US as the largest des-
tination for spot urea imports in the world. 
Urea imports rose to more than 5mn tons 
for the first time in 2017 and GCC countries 
accounted for 60% of the total. 

Ammonia trade has also been affected by 
the new US capacity. Imports fell by over 
one-third between 2015-2016 and 2017-
2018, meaning 1.7 million tons less product 
moving into the US. The main country 
affected is Trinidad and Tobago, which saw 
its exports drop by over 1.1 million tons 
over the two-year period. 

Trinidad ammonia has thus found its way 
to Europe and Morocco, for example, com-
peting with established suppliers in Europe 
and the former Soviet Union and squeezing 
GCC ammonia out of these markets.

US UREA IMPORT DECLINE

 SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Census
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