
Global MMA players look to the Middle East for relief to supply shortage

GLOBAL
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Global methyl methacrylate (MMA) players 
are looking to the Middle East to seek 
relief from the current supply shortage.

Supply started to tighten in the second half 
of 2016 because of a series of planned 
and unplanned plant outages in Asia.

Global supply has since gone from bad to 
worse, with prices soaring in Asia, Europe 
and the Americas.

“This is the tightest I have ever seen a 
market in my entire career,” said one 
seasoned MMA player.

Some market players estimate that more 
than 25% of global production has been 
offline at some point during 2017, with 
inventories throughout the supply chain 
severely diminished.

After this sustained period of tightness, 
when many buyers have simply been 
unable to secure enough material to 
maintain production, many players are 
asking if there is any relief on the horizon.

Will the joint venture (JV) between Mitsubishi 
Rayon Company (MRC) and SABIC - Saudi 
Methacrylates Company (SAMAC) - help 
the situation? The JV’s 250,000 tonne/year 
Alpha 2 plant in Saudi Arabia is scheduled to 
start in June this year.  

THE CATALYST – ASIA

Asian MMA prices started to firm in 
April 2016. This was the start of a 
global uptrend in pricing with significant 
increases seen in the Americas and 
Europe this year.

There were a number of MMA plant 
outages in Asia, both planned and 
unplanned, starting from the second half 
of 2016 to the first quarter of 2017.

This series of plant  troubles affected 
supplies significantly, and came at a time 

when demand in the region, especially in 
South Korea and India, remained fairly 
strong and healthy.

Regional producers’ inventories were also 
severely drawn down by the outages, 
which also made it difficult for them to 
increase spot availability even after they 
had resumed full operations. 

The market consensus in Asia suggests 
that there is no easy relief for current 

MMA supply tightness until fresh supply 
sources emerge later in 2017, when the 
new MMA plant in the Middle East comes 
on stream.

The chart below shows the annual 
amount of MMA produced globally.

The impact on supply was twofold. Not 
only did exports from Asia decrease 
significantly, but material was also pulled 
away from other regions. This has been 
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the case in Europe, with at least one 
producer consistently sending material to 
Asia for captive use. 

THE PATH TO SHORTNESS IN 
THE AMERICAS

Production in the Americas has been 
plagued with problems since the middle 
of 2016, with prices soaring in 2017.

The overall supply level in the Americas 
was said by some global buyers to be 
more critical than in Europe.

Problems started with a lengthy outage 
for Dow Chemical at its 360,000 tonne/
year MMA facility at Deer Park, Texas.  
Feedstock problems caused by damage 
to a local propylene pipeline forced the 
producer to run its facility at reduced 
rates from July 2016.

It was only in January 2017, that the 
producer confirmed that it was running a 
full rates again, although sales controls 
remain in place.

Again, the impact on the market was 
twofold. First, from the loss in production 
from the facility, and then because Dow 
started buying large quantities of material 
globally.

This reduced available material from Brazil 
and Asia, with Dow turning to producers 
there to fulfil its own requirements.

The graphic below shows how 
widespread production problems in the 
Americas have been, with the majority of 
facilities having some form of production 
outage since the second half of last year.

Feedstock issues at Unigel’s Mexican 
facility resulted in the producer  

sending volumes from its Brazilian  
plant, which reduced product available for 
merchant sale.

Dow Chemical and Unigel traditionally 
export to Europe, and added to the 
issues for both producers reduced 
material heading to Europe, adding to the 
supply shortness in that region.

In April, there was a minor increase in 
volumes from Brazil into Europe, however 
overall imports remain limited.

There is also talk that Dow Chemical is 
preparing for a turnaround at its Deer 
Park, Texas facility in May. The producer 
is currently expected to be preparing 
inventory for a stoppage.

Lucite International also experienced 
issues at its facilities, with its Beaumont 
plant down for maintenance in January  
to February, while force majeure  
was declared at its Memphis facility  

in January. The plant restarted in stages 
and was expected to be back to normal 
production at some point in April  – but 
once again, inventory for another major 
producer was significantly impacted. 

THE EUROPEAN SITUATION

The European MMA market was an 
unattractive export destination for 2016 – 
in part linked to the euro’s exchange rate 
against the dollar.

However, the main reason for this 
unattractiveness was due to pricing 
developments late in 2015. Imports  
from Asia started to add downward 
pressure to pricing from the second half 
of 2015 – followed by an increase in US 
material from Dow and Brazilian material 
from Unigel.

With local producers looking to 
protect market share, prices dropped 

*sources not all confirmed
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considerably, with the contract price for 
the fourth quarter 2015 falling almost 12%.

Prices in Asia then increased 
considerably from April 2016, impacting 
trade flows, with producers looking to 
send material to Asia and not Europe.

Apart from contractual agreements, 
imported material into Europe diminished 
throughout 2016. 

As Europe is a net importer of MMA, the 
impact on the supply balance became 
clearer as 2016 progressed. 

It was from October onwards that the 
European balance significantly worsened, 
as sales controls implemented by Lucite 
International between October and 
December were again applied in February. 
At present in Europe, sales controls are in 
place from both Lucite and Evonik.  

It is unclear when controls by either 
producer will be lifted, and as the second 
quarter is the peak season for demand, 

there remain major concerns over supply 
in the coming months.

In addition, Lucite International declared 
force majeure at its Cassel facility in the 
UK, on 10 May.

At this stage, inventories throughout the 
chain are depleted, with a feeling of frenzy 
in requests for material. Downstream, 
one polymethyl methacrylate (PMMA) 
producer said it has seen a near 30% 
increase in requests.

This shortage is also mirrored in the 
PMMA market where imports from 
Asia have fallen and there is a lack of 
availability in local material. 

WILL THE SECOND HALF OF 
2017 BRING SUPPLY RELIEF?

SAMAC stated again in April that  the 
new facility in Saudi Arabia was on track 
and will start in June this year. Despite 
this, some players remain sceptical.

Once the facility is up and running a large 
amount of the material is expected to 
head to Asia, because of logistics and 
good demand in the region.

Local demand in the Middle East is not 
enough to absorb the new capacity, so 
there will be a shift in global trade flows.

Europe is another possible export 
destination, as is Africa, which is currently 
mainly supplied by European producers. 

There is a second plant planned in 
Saudi Arabia, a joint venture between 
Sumitomo Chemicals and the state-
owned energy firm Saudi ramco, who 
have formed Petro Rabigh. This will be 
a 90,000 tonne/year MMA facility. The 
start date of the 90,000 tonne/year MMA 
facility, however, remains unclear with 
sources expecting it to be delayed until 
the start of 2018 at the very earliest.

In the meantime, Europe, Africa and 
northeast Asia will all be short of MMA 
between 2010 and 2025, according to 
data from ICIS Consulting. 

Consumption of MMA continues to rise 
annually, with some applications growing 
above GDP.

The invention of the Alpha process by 
Lucite poses exciting possibilities for 
plants in the future. The technology uses 
ethylene, carbon monoxide and methanol 
and is a cheaper, greener way of making 
MMA and is an ideal process for areas with 
a rich supply of ethylene. Lucite is planning 
another project in the US after 2020.

In the short term, global supply will 
remain tight with demand buoyant and 
players awaiting any fresh supply to ease 
the global shortness.

The countdown to June continues.

Additional reporting Melanie Wee, Ai Teng Lim, Tarun Raizada and comments from ICIS Consultant Michele Bossi.

http://www.icis.com/chemicals/channel-info-finder/?cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2017-0602-EURO-chpri_eupolyolefins_outlook_xpppeprice&sfid=701w00000019B7j
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=methyl-methacrylate&channel=chemicals&region=europe&cmpid=region=europe&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2017-1205-GLOBAL-mma_insight_infographic_may_xpro&sfid=701w00000019NrK
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=acetone&channel=chemicals&region=europe&cmpid=region=europe&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2017-1205-GLOBAL-mma_insight_infographic_may_xpro&sfid=701w00000019NrK
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=propylene&channel=chemicals&region=europe&cmpid=region=europe&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2017-1205-GLOBAL-mma_insight_infographic_may_xpro&sfid=701w00000019NrK
Methanol: https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=methanol&channel=chemicals&region=europe&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2017-1205-GLOBAL-mma_insight_infographic_may_xpro&sfid=701w00000019NrK
https://www.icis.com/contact/free-sample-price-report/?commodity=polymethyl-methacrylate&channel=chemicals&region=europe&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2017-1205-GLOBAL-mma_insight_infographic_may_xpro&sfid=701w00000019NrK  
https://www.icis.com/chemicals/channel-info-finder/?cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2017-1205-GLOBAL-mma_insight_infographic_may_xpro&sfid=701w00000019NrK


2017 Global MMA Supply 

DEER PARK

MEMPHIS

BEAUMONT FORTIER

CANDEIAS

COATZACOALCOS

AMERICAS PLANT OUTAGES

DOW CHEMICAL
360 KT/YR

Running at a 
reduced rate 

Jun 16 - Jan 17

UNIGEL
90 KT/YR
 Sending  

material to 
Mexican plant

UNIGEL
24 KT/YR
Feedstock  

issues

LUCITE INT.
155 KT/YR

Force majeure 
since Jan - 

restarted Mar/Apr  

LUCITE INT.
155 KT/YR

Jan - Feb 17  

EVONIK 
INDUSTRIES

160 KT/YR

ARKEMA
115 KT/YR

BRAZIL

USA

MEXICO

Over 25% of global 
capacity offline at points 

so far in 2017*

130
125
120
115
110
105
100

95
90
85
80
75

U
S 

CT
S/

lb

2016 2017

MMA FD US Contract Price Assessment Rail Contract Month Contract Survey
MMA FD US Contract Price Assessment Tank Truck Contract Month Contract Survey

Significant 
increases from 

Jan 2017

US Prices

KEY
n Running
n Planned maintenance
n Production problem
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EUROPEAN PLANT OUTAGES
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ITALY

RHO

CASSEL
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LUCITE
200 KT/YR

Maintenance 
delayed from 
September.

Force majeure 
declared in May.

EVONIK
95 KT/YR

June

ARKEMA
90 KT/YR

August

MMA regional operating capacity (kilotonnes/year) including planned projects

Europe

Middle 
East
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Americas
1,059

Asia
2,581

Saudi 
Arabia to 
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MMA 

producer 
with 
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KEY
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Lucite International implements 
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Lucite International declares 
force majeure

Lucite International lifts 
sales control

Evonik implements 
sales control 
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ASIAN PLANT OUTAGES

JILIN PET.CHEM.
200 KT/YR

Late Mar-mid 
April 2017 - 50% 

shutdown

SUMITOMO
223 KT/YR

Apr-May 2017 -
Scheduled T/A on 

only one line

LUCITE*
130 KT/YR
Dec 2016

LUCITE*
100 KT/YR
Mar 2017

THAI MMA*
90 KT/YR

Aug-Sep 2016

LOTTE MRC*
90 KT/YR

10-18 Feb 2017

FORMOSA 
PLASTICS
98 KT/YR

1-11 Aug 2016

FORMOSA 
PLASTICS
98 KT/YR

9 Feb-9 Mar 
2017

MITSUIBISHI  
GAS CHEMICAL 

(MGC)
40 KT/YR
Dec 2016

MITSUIBISHI  
GAS CHEMICAL 

(MGC)
40 KT/YR

Aug-Oct 2016

MRC
55 KT/YR

Dec 2016-May 
2017

THAI MMA*
90 KT/YR

Feb-Mar 2017

HUIZHOU MMA*
90 KT/YR

12 Aug for 1 week

HUIZHOU MMA*
90 KT/YR

15 Feb-9 Mar 2017

KEY
n Scheduled turnaround 
n Unplanned turnaround

ASAHI KASEI
100 KT/YR

Oct-Nov 2016

MITSUI 
CHEMICALS

40 KT/YR
Dec 2016

LOTTE 
CHEMICAL
50 KT/YR

14-24 Jan 2017

LOTTE 
CHEMICAL
50 KT/YR

20 Feb-10 Mar 
2017

* Subsidiary of Mitsubishi Rayon Co (MRC)
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