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The eagerly anticipated start-up of Sadara Chemical’s 
facilities has jolted market players in Asia to re-think their 
strategies and prepare for the inevitable as the Middle 
Eastern producer’s entry into the polyurethane (PU) field 
has been deemed by many as a game changer.

Sadara – the joint venture between US chemical giant 
Dow Chemical and Saudi Arabia state energy firm Saudi 
Aramco – commissioned the last of its 26 plants, its toluene 
di isocyanate (TDI) unit, on 14 August, a Dow company 
source said.

The company’s chemical complex, located in Jubail Ali in 
Saudi Arabia, has PU chain facilities among others, from 
upstream propylene, benzene and toluene, mid-stream 
propylene oxide (PO), methyl di-p-phenylene isocyanate 
(MDI) and TDI, right down to polyether polyols.

Polyether polyols is one of the main components used in 
the production of PU foam. The flexible slabstocks grade, 
when combined with TDI, find outlets in PU foam for 
mattresses, furniture and automotive seats. Rigid polyols – 
combined with polymeric methyl di-p-phenylene isocyanate 
(PMDI) – is used in refrigerators as well as insulation in the 
construction sector. 

While northeast and southeast Asian suppliers have 
acknowledged that it is almost a foregone conclusion that 
they will concede market share to Sadara in the Middle 
East and Africa, the main concern now is whether these 
suppliers will be able to ward off competition from Sadara 
on their home turf in Asia. Before the start-up of Sadara, 
the Middle East was an importer of polyols.

Spotlight on South Korea: po and polyolS 
Besides Sadara, there are numerous PO plant start-ups 
and expansions expected to come on stream in the next 
few years, particularly in China, and one each in South 
Korea, Thailand and the US. 

SKC is the sole PO producer in South Korea at present, 
with a total capacity of around 320,000 tonnes/year from its 
two units located in Ulsan. 

Another South Korean company – S-Oil – is currently 
constructing a 300,000 tonne/year PO plant in Ulsan, which 
is scheduled to come on stream in the second quarter (Q2) 
of 2018. 

As S-Oil does not have its own downstream derivative 
units, market players are doubtful whether the domestic 

South Korean market will be able to absorb the additional 
PO supply. 

If PO were to become oversupplied in the domestic market, 
SKC and S-Oil will have to look for export outlets overseas.    

Polyether polyols is the main downstream application of 
PO, consuming close to two thirds of PO produced globally, 
according to the ICIS Supply-Demand Database.

The three main South Korean polyols producers, namely 
KPX, Kumho Petrochemical and Mitsui Chemicals & SKC 
Polyurethanes Inc (MCNS), have a combined polyols 
capacity of around 550,000 tonnes/year, and their plants 
are all located in Ulsan. 

The expected influx of downstream flexible slabstock grade 
of polyols into Asia and the Middle East from Sadara further 
complicated matters as the demand for PO would indirectly 
be suppressed, due to reduced need for commercial PO to 
be converted to polyols.

As such, the PU industry looks set to continue on its path of 
consolidation, with producers operating integrated facilities 
that produce upstream propylene to downstream polyols 
taking centre stage.

Sadara’s 400,000 tonne/year polyether polyols unit 
started up in mid-July and its 390,000 tonne/year PO unit 
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The current healthy margins enjoyed by both MDI and TDI 
producers seem unsustainable in the longer run due to the 
onslaught of new supply from Sadara and also additional 
capacities in China scheduled to start up in 2018.

Sadara is expected to commence commercial sales of its 
PMDI in Q4 this year after the plant came on stream a few 
months back, while its TDI unit will likely achieve on-spec 
production early next year, according to market sources. 

Asian suppliers, including those in South Korea, will be 
hard-pressed to look for new export opportunities in an 
increasingly competitive market.
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started up in end-June, according to a source close to the 
company, although Sadara’s PO is thought to be entirely for 
its own captive use and is not for commercial sales.

The first batch of flexible slabstock cargoes from Sadara is 
expected to arrive in China in September, market sources 
said.

Spotlight on South Korea: Mdi and tdi 
The margins of Asian MDI and TDI producers have 
improved tremendously ever since prices in these two 
markets embarked on an uptrend in Q2 2016.

Prior to that, MDI producers barely just managed to break 
even while TDI producers’ margins were so squeezed that 
a lot of them were making losses.

A myriad of factors had contributed to the hike in prices, 
but the main impetus for the increase was the reduction 
in supply from unexpected plant disruptions in Asia and 
Europe throughout this period. 

The two producers with MDI facilities in South Korea are 
BASF and Kumho Mitsui Chemicals Inc (KMCI), with 
capacities of 250,000 tonnes/year and 200,000 tonnes/
year respectively. Both these plants are located in Yeosu. 
KMCI will expand its MDI capacity to 300,000 tonnes/year 
in December this year.

As for TDI, the three producers in South Korea are BASF, 
Hanwha Chemical and OCI, with capacities of 160,000 
tonnes/year, 150,000 tonnes/year and 50,000 tonnes/year 
respectively. BASF and Hanwha’s plants are situated in 
Yeosu while OCI’s plant is located in Gunsan.
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FurthEr ENhANCEMENts to iCis' AsiA  
PolyMEr Polyols CovErAgE

ICIS has enhanced its Asia Pacific Polyether Polyols pricing report to 
include a CFR southeast Asia 43-45% polymer polyols assessment. 

This gives market players greater visibility on trading prices and market 
movements for Asian polyols, helping them to stay ahead of the current 
market situation, particularly in southeast Asia and its neighbouring trading 
regions. 

our enhAnCed ASiA pACifiC polyether 
polyolS report inCludeS CoverAge of 
the following:

■ Newly added CFR southeast Asia 43-45% polymer polyols assessment
■ Key spot CFR southeast Asia, India and DEL China quotes 
■ Explanation of factors driving price changes, comprehensive commentary 
     on supply/demand conditions, trade dynamics and industry news
■ Track price fluctuations with visibility on feedstock price changes and how 
■ they affect the polyurethane chain downstream
■ A listing of confirmed deals, bids and offers
■ Changes in production and supply/demand fundamentals, with access to           
     plant turnarounds/shutdown schedules

lookiNg For CoMPlEtE PriCE visibility  
iN thE PolyurEthANE ChAiN?

Gain access to the full chain 
of reports for a complete 
picture of both downstream 
and upstream markets, as 
well as other regions that 
may affect your buying, 
selling and trading decisions. 

Europe     usA     Asia   China   Middle    
    East

 Benzene ✓ ✓ ✓

 Isocyanates (TDI, MDI) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

 Polyether Polyols ✓ ✓

 Polyols ✓ ✓

 Propylene ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

 Propylene Oxide ✓ ✓ ✓

 Toluene ✓ ✓ ✓
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icis pricing reports: poLYUretHAne cHAin 

get your free sample report now

https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=polyols&channel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-AsiaPU-marketinsight-pdf&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=benzene&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=isocyanates&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=polyether-polyols&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=polyols&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=propylene&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=propylene&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=propylene-oxide&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=toluene&chanel=chemicals&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHIPT-2017-GLOBAL-SGC-Reportlistlinks&sfid=701w00000019fc0

