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Globally tight sulphuric acid supply and strong demand 

has led to sharp spot price increases during the second 

quarter as buyers turn to the typically more expensive 

burned sulphuric acid due to the lack of smelter 

sulphuric acid on the market. 

The increased reliance on burned sulphuric acid, which 

is largely being sourced form China, has had a knock-

on effect on upstream sulphur prices.

Between the beginning of May and the end of June, 

South Korea/Japan sulphuric acid prices have more 

than doubled. From the end of March to end-June, 

China export prices more than quadrupled, while 

Europe export prices have risen by 67-114% during 

the same period.  

As of 28 June South Korea/Japan export prices were at 

$14-30/tonne FOB (free on board), up from $5-15/tonne 

FOB on 5 May. On 28 June, China export prices were 

$30-40/tonne FOB, up from $0-10/tonne FOB on 23 
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March, during the same period, NWE (northwest 

Europe) export prices have increased to $15-25/tonne 

FOB from $7-15/tonne FOB.

The low availability has been caused by a combination 

of multiple smelter outages during 2017 (see table) and 

rising demand, particularly in Chile.

Demand was unexpectedly high during the second 

quarter from the metal leeching industry, which was the 

result of high copper prices, which led to significantly 

higher run rates.

Buying interest in Chile was strengthened by local 

production problems in Chile and Peru – coupled with 
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disruption caused by protests in Peru – which led to a 

larger reliance on imports from other parts of the world.

Demand in recent years has been growing at a rate of 

3-4%, according to market estimates, but supply had 

been broadly keeping pace, counterbalancing this. 

Nevertheless, some sources argue that the global 

market has become structural tighter in 2017 because 

of project cancellations during the global economic 

downturn, which were now being felt.

In recent weeks, Chile has come back more in to 

balance, and demand is expected to remain stable 

for the next few months notwithstanding any marked 

change in underlying conditions. 
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Tight supply has already been priced-in to the majority 

of global sulphuric acid markets, leading to stable spot 

pricing, at least for the time being. 

Nevertheless, with more major smelter turnarounds 

scheduled for the fourth quarter (see smelter table 

above), players are expecting availability to remain tight 

for the remainder of 2017 and into the first quarter 

of 2018, particularly in Japan/South Korea where 

SULPHURIC ACID SMELTER OUTAGES 2017

Company Location Tonnes/Year Type Timing

Minera y Metalurgica Boleo, Mexico Variable Sulphur-Burner January

Ls-Nikko Copper Onsan II, South Korea 580,000 Cu February - One Month

Dundee Precious Metals Tsumeb, Namibia 520,000 Cu 9 February - Three Weeks

PT Smelting Gresik, Indonesia 840,000 Cu 9 February - Early March

Codelco El Tienete, Chile 1,400,000 Cu March - 24 Days

Korea Zinc Onsan, South Korea 1,000,000 Zi 11 May-June

Rio Tinto Kennecott Utah, United States 1,000,000 Cu May

Atlantic Copper Huelva, Spain 1,000,000 Cu May - 25 Days

Boliden Kokkola, Finland 300,000 Zi May

Nyrstar Multiple: Budel, Clarkes-
ville, Hobart

860,000 Zn Q2-Q3 - 1-5 Weeks

Vale Canada 1,000,000 Ni Q2

Glencore Canada - Horne, Sud-
bury, CEZ, Brunswick

1,800,000 Cu, Ni, Zn H1

Pan Pacific Copper Saganoseki, Japan 1,100,000 Cu 25 September - 5 December

Mitsubishi Onahama, Japan 470,000 Cu Q4 - One Month

Sumitomo Metal Mining Nihama, Japan 1,600,000 Cu Mid-November - 25 Days
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outstanding deliveries dating back as far as last year are 

compounding the situation.

Most sulphuric acid cargoes out of Japan and South 

Korea are contracted volumes, while several producers 

are selling any spot availability inter-regionally because 

they do not have enough supply to fill deep-sea vessels.

Sulphuric acid buyers are already enquiring after cargoes 

as far out as September amid the shortages of spot 

cargoes. 

Sellers have so far been unwilling to book volumes that 

far out, meaning that enquiries are not transforming into 

firm business, but the trend is demonstrating how low 

availability is in the region.

“We’re approached by many traders and customers 

[about] whether we can supply in September but it’s too 

far away,” an Asian sulphuric acid producer said.
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A side-effect of the shortage is an increased reliance  

on burned sulphuric acid rather than smelter. Nowhere 

is this more evidenced than in China export statistics 

Jan-May 2017, which see an above threefold increase 

year-on-year, predominantly driven by exports to 

untypical trading partners such as Chile and the 

Philippines. 

Sources have confirmed that this is an ongoing trend. 

The forced shift away from smelter material is helping 

to sustain high-prices in major import regions across 

the globe. Burned sulphuric acid is typically costlier 

to produce than smelter sulphuric acid, and therefore 

commands a higher price. Burned sulphuric acid is 

produced from sulphur, while smelter sulphuric acid  

is a by-product of the smelting process.

Between the beginning of 
May and the end of June, 

South Korea/Japan sulphuric 
acid prices have more than 
doubled. From the end of 
March to end-June, China 
export prices more than 

quadrupled, while Europe 
export prices have risen  
by 67-114% during the  

same period.

SULPHURIC ACID EXPORTS

Country
% mkt 
share 2017 2016 % change

Philippines  42.76 51,822 0 N/A

Chile 31.97 38,737 0 N/A

Malaysia 13.00 15,754 2 687.7

Australia  9.53 11,546 0 N/A

Hong Kong  2.24 2,710 1,078  151.33

World Total 100 121,179 34,029  256.11
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Nowhere is the increased reliance on burned sulphuric 

acid more evidenced than in China export statistics. 

Chinese sulphuric acid is predominantly burned

Sulphuric acid exports from China have more than 

tripled in January-May 2017 compared with the same 

period in 2016, according to data from China Customs 

via GTIS.

The bulk of this was driven by large-scale exports to the 

Philippines and Chile amid tight supply in those regions. 

China did not ship a single tonne to either of these 

countries during 2016.

Although the latest figures available are for May, Sources 

have confirmed that this is an ongoing trend.

Chile is the second largest importer of sulphuric acid 

globally, behind the US, and in January-April imported 
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29.64% more material than the same period in 2016. 

May figures for Chile imports are not yet available.

Japan exports fell by 14.14% in January-April year 

on year – the latest month for which data is available. 

Exports from South Korea fell by 6.43% in January-May 

and other regions have been filling the gap.

The impact of increased use of burned material is 

not limited to the sulphuric acid market, but is also 

supporting higher upstream sulphur import prices  

in China.

Country: Hong Kong
% Mkt Share: 2.24

2017: 2,710
2016: 1,078

% Change: 151.33

Country: Philippines
% Mkt Share: 42.76

2017: 51,822
2016: 0

% Change: N/A

Country: Australia
% Mkt Share: 9.53

2017: 11,546
2016: 0

% Change: N/A

Country: Malaysia
% Mkt Share: 13.00

2017: 15,754
2016: 2

% Change: 687.7
Country: Chile

% Mkt Share: 31.97
2017: 38,737

2016: 0
% Change: N/A
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FERTILIZERS MARKETS STRESSED AS MARKET  
PARTICIPANTS GATHER UNDER THE AFRICAN SUN

China sulphur import prices rose by 12% between 11 

May and 28 June.

China sulphur supply has been tighter than expected 

because of low refinery run rates, while demand is 

increasing as a result of re-stocking ahead of the key 

downstream phosphate market peak season.

Nevertheless, the downstream phosphates season 

is expected to see lower demand from China than is 

typical because India – its major trading partner – is 

increasingly shifting to domestic production. The 

higher use of burned sulphuric acid is helping to 

counterbalance this, and supporting higher sulphur 

import prices in China.

Request a free trial of ICIS market
intelligence reports for fertilizers –
www.icis.com/req_fertilizers

ICIS offers trusted and reliable market intelligence for the 
global fertilizer markets. ICIS publishes the following reports 
which can help you understand the fertilizer market and get a 
comprehensive view of the industry’s trends and developments:

 The Market
 Covers all key fertilizer commodities in one report. It gives 

price assessments, information on trades, deals, market 
news and analysis of short-term trends

 Sulphuric Acid Weekly and World Monthly Review
 Covers the global sulphur, sulphuric acid, base metals and 

phosphate industries, including trade statistics, prices, 
supply, demand, and plant & project news

 Monthly NASS report
 Covers the North American sulphur market, including trade 

statistics, prices, supply, demand, and news.

 Regional pricing reports
 Weekly reports on different products and regional areas 

providing fertilizer commodity prices, market updates, 
information on trade activities and analysis of supply and 
demand dynamics

ICIS and Integer partner to bring specialist price 
forecasting services across a range of commodities 
in the global fertilizer market:

 The Outlook
 Individual monthly reports covering the urea, ammonia, 

phosphates, and sulphur & sulphuric acid markets. The 
Outlook reports provide 12-month rolling price forecasts 
together with supply/demand outlook, trade balances and 
analysis of market drivers

The above reports are offered on a paid subscription basis.  
To request a trial subscription or sample report, please  
complete this form – www.icis.com/req_fertilizers

The reports are also available on the ICIS Dashboard platform, 
allowing you to search for historical information, data and prices, 
plot prices on graphs and download for presentations. 
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