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North America spent the last month of the first quarter 

growing tighter in supply, as a mixed bag of market 

factors came into play and pulled the sulphur market in 

different directions. 

Shake-ups in Canadian oil sands operations and 

interests will certainly affect the market, but the effects 

will not be seen immediately as parties spend the 

quarter wrapping up the deals. 

Shell is divesting its oil sands interests to Canadian 

Natural Resources Limited (Canadian Natural).  

Marathon Oil will also sell its Canadian subsidiary, which 

includes the company’s 20% interest in the Athabasca 

Oil Sands Project (AOSP), to Shell and Canadian 

Natural. Shell is the operator of AOSP.
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Some market players speculated that the ownership 

switch could be troublesome for the under-construction 

Heartland prilling project, but the limited partnership 

said the sulphur forming facility remains on schedule 

to be operational in 2017. The possibility of additional 

capacity was also put forth, as supply commitments 

have gone above what the company expected.

“Accommodations in the facility’s initial engineering and 

design allow for the potential of increasing Heartland 

Sulphur Terminal’s forming capacity with the addition 

of another 2,000-metric tonne/day unit,” the company 

said. 
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Petrosul “will add more than 700,000 tonnes/year  

of sulphur forming capacity by the end of 2017 when 

phase 1 of Heartland’s sulphur terminal comes on 

stream”, the company said in a press release on  

29 March.

Factors that affected sulphur pricing are more on the 

supply side. Earlier in Q1, the US Gulf rose into the 

$80s/tonne on an FOB (free on board) basis for the first 

time since February 2016. A domino effect of supply 

tightness that began with Russia’s lack of first-quarter 

exports has left multiple countries needing to get 

tonnage elsewhere. 

Prices in Canada firmed as well into the low/mid-$90s/

tonne FOB Vancouver, and increased cargoes were 

seen moving to China, which is usually supplied largely 

by Russia, beginning in December. Full-year Vancouver 

exports data showed that exports to China for 2016 

were at almost 903,000 tonnes, representing a 23% 

increase from 2015.

However, in the last month of Q1, with California and 

Vancouver set or mostly set for the next month to six 

weeks, stocks are low and pricing in the regions have 

stalled somewhat until the next round of cargoes is  

set up. 

Softer prices in China and rising freight rates indicate 

that once negotiations begin for May’s requirements, 

California and Vancouver may be at lower levels. Prices 
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Supply squeeze domino  
effect started in Russia

had strengthened in February and early March. This 

was a result of receiving increased enquiries from China 

while Russia had supply issues. Gazprom in Russia 

experienced technical problems and was therefore 

unable to supply sulphur to contract partners during 

the first quarter.

Aside from California’s requirements being set up for 

the next month and therefore tight for the moment, 

supply will be lower in Canada due to a fire at a 

Syncrude operation. The company’s Mildred Lake 

Upgrader experienced a fire on 14 March. After it 

was extinguished several days later, a small portion of 

scheduled sulphur deliveries were being made, but 

that eventually stopped as well, according to market 

sources who receive tonnes from the operator.

It was suggested that 40,000-50,000 tonnes of sulphur 

could be out of the market as a result. The shortage 

of tonnes from Syncrude has kept export prices from 

slipping further. Suncor announced on 27 March that 

due to the fire and unplanned outage, it has advanced 

its eight-week turnaround for those operations that 

was originally planned to begin in April.

“For the first two months of the year, Syncrude operated 

reliably at utilization rates of approximately 95%,” the 

company said in a press release. “Suncor has also seen 

strong production from its other oil sands assets and 

offshore operations. As a result, the company does not 

expect this outage to result in a change to Suncor’s 

overall production guidance for 2017.”
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Moving forward, suppliers in western Canada are seeing 

a slowdown in demand from China. 

The Kinder Morgan and Pacific Coast terminals in 

Vancouver, that Sultran operates, will undergo the first of 

two maintenances this year toward the end of Q2.

Mosaic and PotashCorp in the US will announce their 

Q2 Tampa sulphur price settlements in the coming 

weeks, which will also help shape the direction of the 

North America markets in April and further into the 

second quarter. 

The first-quarter Tampa sulphur contract price increased 

by $5.45/long ton to settle at $75/long ton DEL 

(delivered), major consumers Mosaic and Potash Corp 

confirmed on 10 January.

The Q1 increase had been expected among some 

market participants following gains seen across the 

international spot market during the fourth quarter  

and some thought it would be more in the region of  

$8-10/tonne. 

This is the highest settlement since the first quarter  

of 2016, when the quarterly contract settled at  

$95/long ton DEL. Prices surged upward at the 

end of 2016 as the Chinese sulphur import market 

strengthened significantly.
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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

 China-focused fertilizer reports
 Provide detailed information on the Chinese markets, 

including updates on government legislation

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

 North America Sulphur Service +
 Added to the weekly NASS report, this presentation 

service provides customers an overview twice a year of the 
worldwide sulphur and sulphuric acid markets, with detailed 
analysis of the North American region, including long term 
supply/demand and price forecasts

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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