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NEW US PE PLANTS WILL  
START UP BEFORE CRACKERS

HOUSTON (ICIS)--Many of the new US polyethylene (PE) 
plants will start up before their corresponding upstream 
crackers can supply them with ethylene.

Earlier this month, ExxonMobil said its two new PE lines  
in Mont Belvieu, Texas, have been mechanically  
completed. Each line has a capacity of 650,000 tonnes/
year, and they will be fed by a new ethane cracker that 
the company should complete by the end of the year in 
Baytown, Texas.

Chevron Phillips Chemical expects to start up its two new 
PE plants in mid-2017 in Old Ocean, Texas. It will start up its 
cracker in the second half of 2017 in Baytown, Texas.

A Sasol and INEOS joint venture should complete a high-
density PE (HDPE) plant in the fourth quarter of 2016.

Sasol itself will start up its linear low density PE (LLDPE) 
unit in the second half of 2018 in Lake Charles, Louisiana.

The ethane cracker that will supply ethylene to the LLDPE 
and HDPE plants will start up later.

Other companies could announce similar start-up 
sequences as their projects get closer to completion.

The following tables show start-up dates for some of the 
announced cracker and PE projects.
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Company  Capacity Location Start-up

Chang Chun Petrochemcials 600,000 Mailiao, Taiwan April: one month 

Chevron Phillips Chemical 1.5m tonnes Cedar Bayou, Texas Q4 2017

ExxonMobil Chemical 1.5m tonnes Baytown, Texas end 2017

Dow Chemical 1.5m tonnes Freeport, Texas mid-2017

Formosa Plastics 1.59m tonnes Point Comfort, Texas NA

Sasol 1.5m tonnes Lake Charles, Louisiana H2 2018

Axiall/Lotte 1.0m tonnes Lake Charles, Louisiana early 2019
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Producers have several good reasons for adopting such a 
schedule, said Chris Hedge, Americas lead, analytics and 
consulting with ICIS.

Crackers are much more expensive to build than PE plants, 
he said. Once those crackers start producing ethylene, 
companies want to ensure that they convert that ethylene 
into products that can earn them the most amount of money.

By starting the PE plants first, companies will have time 
to work out any possible bugs with the units, he said. In 
addition, the companies can qualify the product and make 
sure their customers are comfortable with the PE coming out 
of the new plants.

Indeed, ExxonMobil said its schedule will allow it to meet 
what it expects to be rapidly growing demand for the high-
value PE coming out of the plant.

There are other considerations as well, said Bob Bauman, 
president of Polymer Consulting International.

Starting up a cracker and the PE units at the same time is a 
lot to handle, he said.

“There’s a manpower issue,” Bauman said. “How many 
people do you want to put on starting up everything at one 
time?”

It would be better to dedicate a core of experienced people 
to start each unit separately, he added.

While the companies wait for their new crackers to come 
online, they have a lot of ways to feed their new PE units.

They could purchase ethylene from the merchant market. 
They could rely on storage.

The company could also cut back on other derivative units 
and divert that ethylene to the new PE plants, Bauman 
said. They could even shut down their older plants for 
maintenance, freeing up ethylene for the new PE units.

Companies will not have to rely on these strategies for long, 
because the crackers should start up just a few months after 
the PE units, Bauman said.

While many companies are starting up PE plants, these 
start-up dates are staggered, so they will not be hitting the 
market all at once.

Once the PE plants do start up, they may not run at full 
capacity, Bauman suggested. He has long said that the US 
is building too many PE plants, and the resulting capacity 
will exceed demand for the material.

Under Bauman’s scenario, companies will reduce PE 
operating rates in response to the oversupplied market, 
reducing demand for ethylene.

“Ethylene will be exceptionally long as well because if you 
can’t run the derivatives at capacity – and I don’t think you 
will – you’ll have excess ethylene,” he said.

Bauman’s views of the market are by no means  
universal. The companies building the plants expect that 
a growing middle-class and an increasing amount of 
urbanisation will raise demand for packaging and other  
end uses for plastic.

Over the next decade, ExxonMobil expects global demand 
for chemical products to grow by nearly 45% – or about 4%/
year. That is faster than the growth rates for energy demand 
or global GDP, the company said.

Company  Capacity Grades Location Start-up

Sasol/INEOS 470,000 HDPE La Porte, Texas Q4 2017

ExxonMobil 1.3m PE (premium) Mont Belvieu, Texas end 2017

Chevron Phillips 1m HDPE, LLDPE, other Sweeny, Texas mid 2017

Dow Chemical NA PE (high-value), LDPE Freeport, Texas mid 2017

ExxonMobil 589,670 PE Beaumont 2019

Sasol 470,000 LLDPE Lake Charles, Louisiana H2 2018

Sasol 420,000 LDPE Lake Charles, Louisiana H2 2018

Formosa Plastics 567,000 LDPE Point Comfort, Texas NA

Formosa Plastics 525,000 HDPE Point Comfort, Texas NA
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Regardless of which outlook holds true, other signs also 
point to adequate ethylene supplies.

Companies are considering plans to built ethylene export 
terminals, which indicates that some expect the monomer 
will be long in the future.

Targa Resources already has an ethylene terminal.

Enterprise Products is building an ethylene pipeline to reach 
its ethane terminal in Morgan’s Point, Texas. The pipeline 
would allow the company to develop an ethylene export 
terminal at the site should it decide to do so.

Odfjell Terminals has awarded a basic engineering contract 
for the possible development of an ethylene export terminal 
at Seabrook, Texas.
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