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It was an eventful 2019, with a global 
manufacturing downturn, major supply 
disruptions in chemicals and energy, 
government policy changes, increased 
momentum in plastics recycling, and both 
escalation and de-escalation in the US-
China trade war. Global chemical CEOs 

and senior executives face another 
challenging 2020, as overall global 
economic growth is expected to slow 
further while capacities rise. The winners 
will grab hold of key trends and execute on 
strategies while being flexible and 
maintaining capital discipline.
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Amin Nasser is leading a massive investment programme in the Middle East and 
abroad that will shake the global petrochemicals sector by 2025 and beyond

Saudi Aramco CEO 
Nasser tops list

With the huge push by Middle 
East oil companies into global 
petrochemicals led by Saudi 
Aramco, CEO Amin Nasser 

takes the top slot in the 2019 ICIS Top 40 
Power Players.

As the Saudi oil and petrochemicals giant 
comes off its record-breaking initial public 
offering (IPO), it is undertaking two massive 
projects in Saudi Arabia - a crude oil-to-
chemicals (CTC) project in Yanbu to pro-
duce 9m tonnes/year of petrochemicals and 
base oils by 2025, and the Amiral 1.5m 
tonne/year cracker joint venture project 
with France-based Total downstream from 
the SATORP refinery slated for start-up in 
2024 in Jubail.

“Saudi Aramco’s vision is to be the 
world’s pre-eminent integrated energy and 
chemicals company,” said Nasser in  
the company’s IPO prospectus released in 
November.

Outside the kingdom, Aramco’s PRef-
Chem JV refinery/cracker project with PET-
RONAS in Malaysia, is expected to start up 
in the second half of 2020. In China, a $10bn 
joint venture refinery and cracker with 
NORINCO and Panjin Sincen in Liaoning is 
planned for start-up in 2024.

And a massive $44bn refinery and petro-
chemicals complex is planned in Raigad, 
India with a consortium of Indian oil compa-
nies and ADNOC, the Abu Dhabi National 
Oil Company, for potential start-up in 2025.

MERGER WITH SABIC
On the M&A front, Aramco’s planned $69bn 
acquisition of a 70% stake in SABIC is ex-
pected to close in the first half of 2020.

This will bring even more petrochemical 
projects under the Aramco umbrella.

SABIC is building a 1.8m tonne/year joint 
venture cracker and downstream polyethyl-
ene (PE) and monoethylene glycol (MEG) 
units with US-based ExxonMobil in San 
Patricio, Texas, US for start-up in 2022.

And in China, SABIC has a joint venture 
with Fuhaichuang Petrochemical for a refin-
ery, cracker and propane dehydrogenation 
(PDH) unit in Zhangzhou with an unspeci-
fied timetable.

The level of project activity for Saudi Ara-
mco is unprecedented for any company. Ara-
mco stated a goal of investing $100bn in pet-
rochemicals in the next decade.

 This will reshape the global landscape, 
especially as Western pure-play companies 
shy away from new cracker projects and 
focus on capital discipline.

Led by Nasser, Aramco also has recov-
ered quickly from the 14 September attacks 
on its oil facilities which took half of its oil 
and natural gas liquids (NGLs) production 
offline, hitting downstream petrochemicals 
as well. Everything is now fully up and run-
ning and steps have been taken to prevent 
similar attacks.

CRUDE OIL-TO-CHEMICALS
In what could be a global technology game 
changer, Aramco is working on multiple 
technology tracks for crude oil-to-chemicals 
that would offer greater competition to  

US shale gas-based crackers. Its planned 
mega project with SABIC in Yanbu could 
include one or more of these routes, or 
could simply be a reconfiguration of the re-
finery/cracker integration to maximise pet-
rochemicals production.

One of the technology tracks involves 
thermal crude-to-chemicals (TCTC) which 
could transform around 70% of the oil barrel 
to chemicals versus 8-12% from a conven-
tional refinery/cracker configuration. In ad-
dition, the process should result in about a 
30% reduction in capital expenditures 
(capex) for a project.

Aramco expects the TCTC technology to 
achieve commercial readiness by 2020.  
This technology could be used to build  
a world-scale cracker with 1.5m tonnes/
year of ethylene capacity, processing 
around 120,000 bbl/day of crude oil,  
according to an Aramco technologist ICIS 
interviewed at Aramco’s Dhahran, Saudi 
Arabia headquarters.

Aramco is also engaging in a distinct tech-
nology track on catalytic crude-to-chemicals 
(CCTC). The aim in this process is to convert 
60-80% of the oil barrel to chemicals, with a 
similar 30% capex reduction. Aramco is tar-
geting commercial readiness for this technol-
ogy a year after that for TCTC, or in 2021.

The CCTC route would also process 
around 120,000 bbl/day of crude but into  
a basket of olefins – not just ethylene, said 
the technologist.

Beyond these technologies, Aramco at its 
R&D centre in Dhahran is working on other 
unpublicised high risk/high reward technol-
ogy tracks that could change the game in 
petrochemicals – the so-called Holy Grail in 
crude to chemicals.

Aramco is clearly “all-in” on commercial-
ising groundbreaking technologies to go di-
rectly from crude oil to chemicals, bypassing 
the refinery to gain a greater focus on petro-
chemical economics.

Its global ambitions and investments in 
petrochemicals will create waves in the in-
dustry for years to come. ■

AMIN NASSER
PRESIDENT AND CEO SAUDI ARAMCO
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 Earlier this year, Jim Fitterling became 
the CEO of Dow, one of the oldest - and 
youngest - chemical companies in the 

US. Dow resumed trading on the New York 
Stock Exchange in April 2019 after its spinoff 
from DowDuPont. 

Fitterling oversaw the launch of the new 
company.

Shortly after the spinoff, Dow announced it 
was cutting capital expenditures by $500m to 
$2.0bn in 2019 and delaying an expansion 
project in Europe.

Capital discipline will clearly be a hall-
mark of the new Dow under Fitterling. Dow 
will focus on leaner cost structures, running 
assets efficiently, optimising feedstock flexi-
bility and being disciplined with allocating 
capital and resources.

Dow is contending with lower polyethyl-
ene (PE) margins brought on by slower eco-

nomic growth and overcapacity. Still, US 
margins beat those achieved in Europe and 
Asia, and Dow is continuing its current pro-
jects in the US. 

The company’s 600,000 tonne/year US 
Gulf Coast solution PE project is scheduled 
to start up in the second half of 2022.

Other projects include Dow’s 500,000 
tonne/year ethylene expansion at Freeport, 
Texas, US for start-up in Q1 2020, global de-
bottlenecks of 350,000 tonnes/year of PE ca-
pacity in the next 3-4 years and the Sabine 
ethylene co-polymers expansion in Orange, 
Texas to be implemented in phases starting in 
the first half of 2020.

Fitterling led Dow as one of the founding 
members of the Alliance to End Plastic Waste 
(AEPW). Dow itself recently launched a recy-
cled low density PE (LDPE) product and is 
exploring chemical recycling as well. ■

 Bob Patel is overseeing the construction 
of LyondellBasell’s first new plants 
since the creation of the company back 

in 2007 from the combination of Lyondell 
with Basell. 

In the latter part of 2019, the company 
started commissioning its new high-density 
polyethylene (HDPE) plant in La Porte, 
Texas, US. It will have a capacity of 500,000 
tonnes/year and be the first to feature its Hy-
perzone process technology. Operations 
could start in early 2020. 

Meanwhile, progress continues on the 
company’s propylene oxide/tertiary butyl al-
cohol (PO/TBA) plant that it is building in 
Channelview, Texas, along with an oxyfuels 
plant nearby. The PO/TBA unit should start 
up at the end of 2021. 

Prior to the new plants, the company fo-
cused on debottlenecking to quickly add 

new capacity sooner than its competitors. 
The strategy gave the company the equiva-
lent of a new cracker. 

LyondellBasell reached another milestone 
under Patel, when it acquired A Schulman for 
$2.25bn in 2018, the largest such deal that the 
combined company made. 

The company had been in talks to acquire 
Braskem, but LyondellBasell called off those 
talks in June 2019.

LyondellBasell is also investing in a China 
joint venture with Bora Enterprise to build a 
cracker and derivatives complex in Panjin.

Patel, who received his 2nd consecutive 
ICIS Kavaler Award in 2019, has been a lead-
ing advocate of reducing plastic waste. He is 
actively promoting solutions through the Al-
liance to End Plastic Waste (AEPW), as well 
as developing company efforts in both me-
chanical and chemical recycling. ■

 Britain’s richest man, the billionaire 
and chairman of INEOS, Jim Ratcliffe 
has pushed his company forward 

during 2019 with a bold investment in the 
Middle East. He is partnering with Saudi 
Aramco and Total in the massive Jubail 2 
mixed feed cracker project with start-up 
planned for 2024. 

The company’s $2bn investment will see 
it leverage its technology with plans to com-
mit investment into three new plants: for 
acrylonitrile (ACN), a 425,000 tonne/year 
plant using INEOS technology and catalysts; 
a 400,000 tonne/year linear alpha-olefins 
(LAO) plant and associated “world scale” 
polyalpha-olefins (PAO) facility. 

INEOS also has plans to invest $3bn in Ant-
werp, Belgium, to drive US-shale gas econom-
ics into its European ethylene and propylene 
businesses. It is looking at doubling the size of 

its INEOS Oxides investment in the US where 
other capital projects include a cracker expan-
sion, polyethylene capacity, a phenol plant 
and significant growth for polyalpha olefins.

A planned £1bn investment in the UK is 
for oil and gas as well as chemicals. In Febru-
ary INEOS announced Hull in the northeast 
of the UK as the location for its new 300,000 
tonnes/year vinyl acetate monomer (VAM) 
plant. Also in the UK it is investing in the 
Forties Pipeline System, where INEOS will 
spend £500m in upgrading the asset and ex-
tending its lifeline into the 2040s.

INEOS Styrolution bought two polysty-
rene plants in China from Total earlier this 
year. Further investment in Asia could fol-
low. Also in China in an agreement with SP 
Chemicals, INEOS will use the world’s larg-
est ethane carrier to ship ethane from the US 
to one of the country’s new crackers. ■

JIM FITTERLING
CEO DOW

2

BOB PATEL
CEO LYONDELLBASELL
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JIM RATCLIFFE
CHAIRMAN INEOS
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Al Jaber, as the head of the Abu 
Dhabi National Oil Company 

(ADNOC), continues to pursue its ag-
gressive investment plan in petro-
chemicals with the front end engi-
neering and design (FEED) ongoing 
for the Borouge 4 cracker complex in 
Ruwais, Abu Dhabi, and a planned 
$44bn refinery and petrochemical 
complex in Raigad, India in partner-
ship with Saudi Aramco and an In-
dian oil consortium. ADNOC is also 
exploring major investment opportu-

nities in China and the UAE with Rongsheng Petrochemical, and in 
China with Wanhua Chemical and CNOOC. The proposed JV with 
Wanhua could cost up to $12bn. Other partnerships include those 
with Austria’s OMV and Borealis.

Chao continues to grow both the 
olefins and vinyls sides of the 

company through expansions and op-
portunistic acquisitions, all while 
maintaining a strong balance sheet. 
Westlake Chemical plans to start up 
its vinyl chloride (VCM) and polyvi-
nyl chloride (PVC) capacity expan-
sions in Germany and the US by the 
end of the year, adding a combined 
340,000 tonnes/year of PVC capacity. 
The company will also get further 
cost advantages on the olefins side by 

increasing its ownership interest of the 1.0m tonne/year Lotte ethane 
cracker in Lake Charles, Louisiana, from 12% to at least 47%, for 
$817m. In January 2019, Westlake further expanded into the PVC 
compounding business with its acquisition of NAKAN.

N ikhil Meswani heads the petro-
chemicals division of Reliance 

Industries, which has recently signed 
a framework deal with Abu Dhabi Na-
tional Oil Co (ADNOC) to explore 
construction of an ethylene dichlo-
ride (EDC) facility at Ruwais, UAE. 
ADNOC is expected to supply ethyl-
ene feedstock to the JV project, which 
will cater to the Indian market. 
Meswani considers the deal “a signifi-
cant step towards Reliance’s commit-
ment to pursue backward integra-

tion”. Reliance is also embarking on a $9.8bn crude oil-to-chemicals 
project at its Jamnagar complex in India. Saudi Aramco is keen to 
take a 20% stake in Reliance’s oil-to-chemicals business. Aramco 
would supply 500,000 bbl/day of crude oil to the Jamnagar refinery.

Huntsman is engineering a major 
transformation of the company 

away from commodities and inter-
mediates and towards polyurethane 
systems and specialties. Huntsman’s 
$2.1bn deal to sell its chemical inter-
mediates and surfactants businesses 
to Thailand-based Indorama is on 
track to close in early January 2020 
despite a disruption in production at 
Huntsman’s Port Neches, Texas site 
following the TPC explosion. The 
deal will provide it the flexibility for 

bolt-on acquisitions in core areas. Huntsman will focus on PU sys-
tems houses and broadening out PU applications. In December 
2019, Huntsman agreed to acquire spray polyurethane foam (SPF) 
company Icynene-Lapolla for $350m.

The chairman of China’s largest re-
fining and chemical company led 

the giant in making another big step 
in 2019 by accelerating deployment 
in clean fuel, particularly hydrogen 
energy. In early November, Dai repre-
sented Sinopec in signing an agree-
ment with France-based Air Liquide 
on cooperation in R&D of hydrogen 
infrastructure and mobility solutions 
in China. Their first two hydrogen fill-
ing stations were set up in Shanghai 
in late November. In December, Sin-

opec restructured its business, under which the oil, gas and new en-
ergy segment will replace the previous oil and gas exploration seg-
ment. Dai said that Sinopec has 3m tonnes/year of hydrogen capacity 
and is committed to tapping the huge market.

Brudermuller is leading BASF 
through a period of change as it 

focuses even more closely on its tech-
nological, processing and market pen-
etration edge. The company lost top 
place in the league table of global 
chemical producers by sales last year 
to the chemicals business of China’s 
Sinopec. But BASF is growing strong-
ly in China and penetrating markets 
there. Its next Verbund site will be in 
China. Brudermuller has directed the 
closer customer focus of BASF as it 

streamlines the corporate centre and realigns business units and ser-
vices within its Verbund structure. Global expansion continues as he 
spearheads the drive to significantly increased volume output while 
keeping greenhouse gas emissions flat at 2018 levels until 2030.

AHMED AL JABER

ALBERT CHAO

NIKHIL MESWANI

PETER HUNTSMAN

DAI HOULIANG

MARTIN BRUDERMULLER

CEO ADNOC

PRESIDENT AND CEO WESTLAKE CHEMICAL

HEAD OF PETROCHEMICALS RELIANCE

PRESIDENT AND CEO HUNTSMAN

CHAIRMAN SINOPEC GROUP

CEO BASF
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Over the last few years, Konov has 
presided over the most signifi-

cant growth in SIBUR’s history. In 
the process of being brought on-
stream on schedule, the $9.5bn 
ZapSibNeftekhim project in the To-
bolsk region of Siberia is set to dou-
ble Russia’s polymers capacity and 
the company’s own revenues.

The strategy of big bets to capital-
ise on Russia’s huge natural resource 
reserves in remote regions may be set 
to continue next year, with a final de-

cision expected on a huge gas chemicals complex in the Amur re-
gion expected. With an initial public offering (IPO) for the company 
also potentially moving forward in 2020, SIBUR’s expansion plans 
are unlikely to slow down.

Karen McKee assumed her new 
position at ExxonMobil Chemi-

cal on 1 April, having served before 
as senior vice president for basic 
chemicals, integration and growth. 
In July, ExxonMobil began produc-
tion at a new 650,000 tonne/year 
high performance polyethylene  
(PE) line in Beaumont, Texas. The 
new Beaumont PE line is part of 
ExxonMobil’s Growing the Gulf ini-
tiative, which included plans to 
build and expand manufacturing fa-

cilities along the US Gulf Coast, creating more than 45,000 jobs. 
Growth plans list 13 new chemical units, including two new steam 
crackers in the US, as part of its goal to increase Asia Pacific/North 
America footprint by 40% through 2025.

Lashier has been busy arranging 
world-scale cracker and polyeth-

ylene projects this year, signing two 
joint venture deals with Qatar Petro-
leum to build projects on the US Gulf 
coast and in Qatar. In July, CP Chem 
and Qatar agreed to build a 2m 
tonne/year ethylene cracker and two 
1m tonne/year high-density polyeth-
ylene (HDPE) units on the US Gulf 
coast. The cost of the project has 
been estimated at $8bn, with a final 
investment decision expected no 

later than 2021 and start-up targeted for 2024. Also in June, the two 
companies agreed to team up on a 1.9m tonne/year cracker project 
at Ras Laffan Industrial City in Qatar, this one with two HDPE units 
with combined capacity of about 1.7m tonnes/year.

Under CEO Aloke Lohia, IVL con-
tinued to embark on a string of 

acquisitions and joint ventures across 
different countries, to grow the com-
pany’s global footprint with a strong 
focus on downstream and specialty 
businesses. In August, the company 
agreed to buy the chemicals interme-
diates - including propylene oxide 
and methyl tertiary butyl ether (PO/
MTBE) - and surfactants businesses 
of Huntsman for $2.1bn, with the 
transaction expected to close near the 

end of the year. Among IVL’s latest acquisitions are US-based poly-
ethylene terephthalate (PET) recycling firm Green Fiber Internation-
al, after joining the US recycling advocacy group called Recycling 
Partnership; and polyester yarn maker Sinterama.

Arkema, which has weathered the 
downturn in Europe and global-

ly well, with continued annual 
growth since it acquired adhesives 
maker Bostik in 2014, saw a third-
quarter decline in profitability, with 
CEO Thierry Le Henaff noting that an 
anticipated end to a trend of custom-
er destocking is taking longer than 
expected to abate. Arkema had 
hoped that headwinds would dissi-
pate, but this has yet to occur, the 
CEO said in December. Under Le He-

naff’s leadership, Arkema has continued its drive towards special-
ties in 2019, announcing the acquisition of adhesives firm 
Prochimir, bringing a polyamide 12 production unit online and 
agreeing the sale of its functional polyolefins business.

Enticed back to his former em-
ployer in 2014 after playing a key 

role turning around Merck KGaA, 
Zachert has taken huge steps in 
transforming LANXESS, reducing 
the company’s overdependence on 
automotive end markets and eventu-
ally divesting its cornerstone syn-
thetic rubber business entirely.

Zachert continued the process of 
repositioning the producer further 
downstream with the purchases of 
Chemtura and Chemours’ cleaning 

products business, and the sale of its chrome chemicals business 
this year. In the space of half a decade, LANXESS has become a 
fundamentally different company with its resilience underscored 
by its affirmation of its 2019 earnings guidance.

DMITRY KONOV
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MARK LASHIER

ALOKE LOHIA

THIERRY LE HENAFF

MATTHIAS ZACHERT

CEO SIBUR

PRESIDENT EXXONMOBIL CHEMICAL

PRESIDENT AND CEO CHEVRON PHILLIPS CHEMICAL

CEO INDORAMA VENTURES

CHAIRMAN AND CEO ARKEMA

CEO LANXESS
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S ince taking the lead of Solvay in 
March 2019, Ilham Kadri has spo-

ken at notable industry events includ-
ing the IUPAC business leader round-
table in Paris in June, and in the 
closing discussion at Cefic’s annual 
roundup in October. She ranked 21st 
in Fortune Magazine’s Most Powerful 
Women in Business for 2019 for head-
ing the Belgian-based multinational. 
Under her tenure, the company’s 
nylon 6,6 business was divested to 
Domo. With its new strategy, Solvay 

has restructured its business into three separate business units 
(chemicals, materials and solutions) to focus on investing in the 
highest return opportunities. This involves juggling priorities to com-
pete in the short-term and developing long-term sustainability.

Jukes made a watershed deal in 
chemical distribution, acquiring 

US-based Nexeo Solutions for $2bn in 
March 2019 and renaming the com-
bined firm Univar Solutions. Univar 
then sold the plastics distribution 
business of Nexeo to One Rock Capi-
tal for $640m. When the deal was an-
nounced in September 2018, the com-
bined sales of the two US-based 
distributors on a last 12 months basis 
is $12.5bn, of which around $2.0bn 
was in plastics distribution. With the 

deal, Univar remains the world’s second largest distributor behind 
Germany’s Brenntag. In December 2019, Univar agreed to sell its en-
vironmental sciences business for $195m to AEA Investors. Proceeds 
will be used to pay down debt.

As chairman of Zhejiang Petro-
chemical Corp (ZPC), Li headed 

the company in the successful launch 
of the mega refining and petrochemi-
cal complex at Zhoushan. The first 
phase, with 400,000 bbl/day of refin-
ing, 5.2m tonnes/year of aromatics 
and 1.4m tonnes/year of ethylene ca-
pacities, started operation in May 
2019. ZPC is mulling construction of 
the second phase with similar con-
figurations and is close to making a 
deal for selling a 9% stake to Saudi 

Aramco. Li expanded from purified terphthalic acid (PTA) to up-
stream refining and paraxylene (PX) to enjoy advantages in feed-
stock availability and integration. Li located the complex at Zhoush-
an, one of the fastest growing free-trade zones.

Privately owned Borealis’ new 
CEO is an old house name, a safe 

choice for changing times at one of 
the largest polymers producers in Eu-
rope. Stern’s leadership style greatly 
differs from his predecessor, the Aus-
tralian Mark Garrett. An Austrian na-
tional, Stern has been at Borealis 
since 2008, after more than a decade 
at DuPont. For a large producer of 
polyolefins, upcoming recycling regu-
lations represent an opportunity due 
to the recyclability of polyethylene 

(PE) and polypropylene (PP), something Stern understands well. The 
company has made inroads in acquiring or setting up ventures with-
in the recycling sphere. Owned by OMV and Mubadala, Borealis is 
supported by its owners’ deep pockets and long-term strategies. 

Brondeau has led the transforma-
tion of FMC into a premier  

agricultural and specialty chemicals 
business. In March 2019, FMC suc-
cessfully spun off its Livent lithium 
materials business as a publicly trad-
ed company. In June 2019, FMC  
announced plans to invest more than 
$50m over the next three years  
in capital improvement projects, in-
cluding a state-of-the-art reconfigura-
tion of a greenhouse and research  
facility at the company’s Global Re-

search and Development headquarters in Newark, Delaware, US. 
The company plans to invest $2bn in R&D through 2023. FMC’s 
stock has been a top performer in the chemical sector, gaining 
around 50% year-to-date through December.

Vergnano led Chemours while  
titanium dioxide (TiO2) wit-

nessed one of its largest destocking 
episodes in history. With that cycle 
over, demand could pick up in 2020. 
The destocking took place while 
Chemours was adopting a new 
model for selling TiO2 - Ti-Pure 
Value Stabilization - which is intend-
ed to reduce volatility. Chemours’ 
other main sector, fluoroproducts, 
expects an increase in demand from 
new 5G products. Globally, custom-

ers are continuing to adopt the newest line of refrigerants, although 
the smuggling of older-generation material is hurting demand in 
Europe. Fluoroproducts exposed Chemours to legacy liabilities it 
inherited when it was spun off from DuPont in 2015.

ILHAM KADRI
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Under Piet van der Slikke’s lead-
ership, IMCD in 2019 continued 

with a string of acquisitions which 
have helped it grow from its Europe-
an base to become a truly pan-US 
distributor as well as making inroads 
into Latin America. In November, it 
acquired Colombia-based specialty 
distributor United Quimicas. The 
same month, it announced that the 
integration of HORN had been com-
pleted, giving IMCD US coast to 
coast capability. Also in 2019, the 

company acquired South Korea’s Whawon Pharm, Swiss-based 
DCS Pharma, India’s Monachem Additives, plus Matrix Ingredi-
ents’ Singapore and Malaysia operations. It achieved earnings 
growth of 12% in January-September 2019. 

Sazali Hamzah is working together 
with joint venture partner Saudi 

Aramco to bring on stream a mega  
refinery and petrochemical complex 
in Johor, Malaysia. The PETRONAS 
and Saudi Aramco joint ventures – 
Pengerang Refining Co and Pengerang 
Petrochemical Co – are collectively 
known as PRefChem. The integrated 
complex in Johor houses a 300,000 
bbl/day refinery and a 1.2m tonne/
year cracker, which will feed multiple 
petrochemical units.

In its IPO prospectus, Saudi Aramco stated that the project start-
up was pushed back to the second half of 2020, but PCG main-
tained that commercial operations at the complex are still expected 
by the end of 2019. 

Ahmed Omar Abdulla has worked 
this year to help realise the Bore-

alis/Abu Dhabi National Oil Compa-
ny (ADNOC) 2030 growth strategy 
and the company’s ambitious, multi-
faceted recycling projects.

Contracts have been awarded for 
the fourth phase expansion of the 
giant petrochemicals complex locat-
ed at Ruwais, Abu Dhabi. It will be 
centred on a 1.8m tonne/year mixed 
feed cracker and downstream poly-
mer units. According to ADNOC, the 

mixed feed cracker will be the world’s largest and have an overall 
capacity to produce a total of 3.3m tonnes of olefins and aromatics 
using a variety of feedstocks such as ethane, butane and naphtha 
from ADNOC’s refinery and gas processing facilities.

Lori Ryerkerk became president 
and CEO of Celanese on 1  

May, succeeding Mark Rohr, who 
will become executive chairman of 
the board. 

Rohr oversaw several acquisitions 
that increased the size of Celanese’s 
engineered materials segment rela-
tive to its acetyls business. 

For now, Ryerkerk sees little value 
in splitting up Celanese, given the 
costs involved. Celanese is looking at 
ways to lower them. The growth of 

the engineered materials segment increased Celanese’s exposure to 
the auto industry, which is currently in a slump. Meanwhile, the 
acetyls business went through a destocking cycle. However, even 
with amid these conditions, financial results have been solid.

Al-Kaabi, who is also Qatar’s  
Minister of State for Energy Af-

fairs, in July announced a joint ven-
ture agreement with Chevron Phil-
lips Chemical to build an $8bn 
petrochemical complex on the US 
Gulf Coast with a final investment 
decision no later than 2021. The 
complex could start operations in 
2024. This would be the largest 
cracker in the world with 2m tonnes/
year of ethylene capacity, with 2m 
tonnes/year of high density polyeth-

ylene (HDPE) capacity downstream. The two companies also 
agreed to develop another joint project in Qatar. This would be a 
1.9m tonne/year ethane cracker with 1.68m tonnes/year of HDPE 
capacity at Ras Laffan Industrial City, slated for start-up in 2025.

SABIC is on course to be con-
trolled by Aramco, a move which 

would confirm Saudi Arabia’s aim to 
expand downstream industries to di-
versity its economy. Yousef Al-Ben-
yan has become a familiar name in 
the global petrochemicals industry as 
the company itself continues acquir-
ing assets around the world apace. 
But sometimes not all works accord-
ing to plan. The acquisition of a 
24.99% stake in Switzerland’s Clari-
ant would have also seen the two 

firms setting up an advanced materials joint venture, and allowed 
SABIC to parachute a new CEO to the specialty chemicals company, 
Ernesto Occhiello. He lasted only a few months, and the venture for 
advanced materials has been cancelled.
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Appointed executive vice presi-
dent in July 2019, Casparie is 

charged with leading Shell Chemi-
cals growth strategy. Casparie 
marked some milestones for the com-
pany in his previous role as regional 
lead for the Americas, where Shell 
launched its fourth alpha olefins unit 
at Geismar, Louisiana, US, making it 
the world’s largest alpha olefins pro-
ducer at 1.3m tonnes/year. 

Since taking the top job, Shell 
Chemicals has successfully pro-

duced its first chemicals from plastic waste using a liquid feedstock 
made through pyrolysis. The company aims to use 1m tonnes of 
plastic waste a year in its global chemical plants by 2025 to contrib-
ute to the circular economy.

In its first full year as a standalone 
coatings company – following  

the sale of its specialty chemicals 
business, known as Nouryon, to  
private equity group Carlyle – CEO 
Vanlanker committed to a €200m 
cost savings programme. He set  
a target of improving return on sales 
to 15% by 2020 compared to  
10.6% excluding unallocated costs 
in 2018, despite macroeconomic 
weakness and around €450m in  
additional raw materials costs last 

year. In December AkzoNobel agreed to acquire Mauritius-based 
Mauvilac Industries. In November, the company launched a  
€50m investment in its US wood coatings facility at High  
Point, North Carolina. 

Bozich, as the relatively new CEO 
of Trinseo, is navigating the com-

pany through a difficult period for 
styrene and derivatives as well as the 
global automotive market. “At the 
end of the day, our journey is about 
accelerating growth, improving the 
quality of earnings and reducing the 
cyclicality of our portfolio,” said Boz-
ich in a June interview with ICIS. In 
October 2019, Trinseo acquired 
Dow’s latex assets in Rheinmunster, 
Germany, for €40m in the form of as-

sumed pension liabilities. Bozich also sees an opportunity in poly-
styrene recycling. Trinseo’s AmSty JV with Chevron Phillips Chemi-
cal in late April 2019 launched another JV with Agilyx called 
Regenyx to fully recycle post-consumer PS to new PS products.

The chairman and CEO of Wanhua 
Chemical, world’s leading MDI 

producer, advanced his company to 
an even bigger and more influential 
player in polyurethanes through in-
organic growth in 2019. In July, it 
completed the CNY925m acquisition 
of 100% of Swedish Chematur Tech-
nologies, which specialises in tech-
nology development and licensing. 
The move aims to enhance Wanhua’s 
R&D capabilities in Europe and its 
global competitiveness. In August, 

the company announced the acquisition of a 51% stake of Fujian 
Connell Polyurethane, which has proposed a 400,000 tonne/year 
MDI plant at Fujian. Wanhua rolled back its plan on a 400,000 
tonne/year MDI project in US because of a land use dispute.

Led by Pinatel, Total’s Refining & 
Chemicals arm is focused on chan-

nelling investments into complexes 
utilising cost advantaged feedstock. 
Total will use propane from the US in 
three projects at the complex in South 
Korea it runs with Hanwha to produce 
ethylene, polyethylene (PE) and poly-
propylene (PP), the ethylene portion 
of which came on stream this year. 
Pinatel is overseeing the drive to-
wards greater recycling and is a lead-
ing producer of bioplastics. In Decem-

ber 2019, it joined with Nestle and Mars to look into the feasibility of 
recycling complex plastic waste, including multi-layer food grade 
packaging. The company has recycling projects for PP and polysty-
rene. It is a founding member of the Alliance to End Plastic Waste.

Quinn oversaw one of the most 
important deals in the titanium 

dioxide (TiO2) industry with Tron-
ox’s April 2019 acquisition of Saudi 
Arabia-based Cristal after more than 
two years of wrangling with antitrust 
authorities. The deal, originally set  
at $2.4bn in 2017, entailed the dives-
titure of Cristal’s two TiO2 plants in 
Ashtabula, Ohio, US to INEOS to  
satisfy the US FTC. In November, 
Tronox raised its 2019 target for real-
ised synergies from the Cristal acqui-

sition to $65m, after Quinn said the company already reached its 
previous target of $45m. The company is also upgrading the former 
Cristal’s 200,000 tonne/year TiO2 plant at Yanbu, Saudi Arabia, to 
improve product quality.
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F loren is overseeing the construc-
tion of Methanex’s third methanol 

plant in Geismar, Louisiana, US.
Canada-based Methanex has said it 

wants a strategic partner on the 1.8m 
tonne/year methanol project, though 
earlier this year, Floren said geopoliti-
cal concerns had reduced interest 
from a potential investor and that the 
company would move forward on the 
new plant without a partner. 

Also, Floren supervised the recent 
restructuring of Methanex’s natural 

gas supply deal with Empresa Nacional del Petroleo (ENAP), which 
will provide around 25% of the company’s 1.7m tonnes of annual 
production capacity at its two plants in Chile from 2020 through 
2025. Floren became president and CEO of Methanex in 2013.

McDivitt continues to oversee 
Ascend’s expansion of nylon 

and intermediates capacity. The com-
pany is expanding nylon 6,6 feed-
stock adiponitrile capacity at its Deca-
tur, Alabama, US site by a further 
90,000 tonnes/year from current ca-
pacity of 390,000 tonnes/year after 
adding 90,000 tonnes/year in the 
prior 18 months to May 2019. In No-
vember, Ascend announced the open-
ing of a new US technical innovation 
centre near the US auto hub of De-

troit, Michigan to be a space for collaboration and innovation with 
the company’s auto customers. Ascend technical experts and cus-
tomers will use cutting-edge modelling, materials testing and 3D 
printing technology to aid in material selection.

Under long-time CEO Joao Paro-
lin, Oxiteno is increasing output 

at its first plant in the US while also 
navigating the slow economic recov-
ery in Brazil. 

At the US plant, Oxiteno is target-
ing surfactants production of 120,000-
125,000 tonnes by 2022, up from ex-
pected production of around 40,000 
tonnes in 2019.

The nameplate capacity is 170,000 
tonnes/year. The plant started up in 
2018. Ultimately, Oxiteno plans to 

produce about 50 different products from the US plant. 
Oxiteno is based in Brazil, and the country has yet to recover 

from its deep recession in 2015-2016. Oxiteno is a subsidiary of the 
Brazilian conglomerate Ultrapar.

As one of the few female heads of 
chemical companies, Fan ex-

panded Hengli Petrochemical’s busi-
ness from purified terephthalic acid 
(PTA) and polyester to upstream par-
axylene (PX) and refining. The major 
drive is to secure reliable feedstock 
supply while diversifying its portfo-
lio. Hengli’s 400,000 bbl/day refinery 
at Dalian came on stream in the first 
quarter and the utilisation rate 
ramped up to almost 100% in Q4. A 
longer production chain helped to op-

timise its business structure and achieve sustainable profitability. 
The results were obvious. In the first nine months, Hengli’s profits 
jumped 86.6% to CNY6.8bn. Meanwhile, its 1.5m tonne/year cracker 
project is expected to come on line in early 2020.

Manzano aims to lead the  
Mexican chemical distributor 

through a digital transformation.  
Digitisation can radically improve 
operations in three key areas - ecom-
merce platforms, enterprise applica-
tions and data analytics, said Man-
zano. Pochteca launched a pilot 
ecommerce marketplace for personal 
care and cosmetics products at its 
Conjunto Lar division in 2019 and 
plans to roll out a marketplace for in-
dustrial chemicals in 2020. The in-

dustrial chemicals rollout will have further reach as it involves 
5,000 products versus 1,000 products for Conjunto Lar. Customers 
will also be able to track deliveries via GPS. Analysing data from 
customer orders will also lead to better decision making, he said.

L i has overseen years of strong fi-
nancial performance at the pro-

ducer of electronics chemicals and 
materials. Through 2019, CMC has 
been integrating its $1.6bn acquisi-
tion of KMG Chemicals completed in 
November 2018. The deal included 
semiconductor process chemicals 
and materials, along with pipeline 
performance chemicals and wood 
preservation chemicals. While wood 
chemicals will be divested, Li sees big 
growth potential for pipeline chemi-

cals. Li has set ambitious growth targets for CMC. For fiscal 2020-
2024 (fiscal year ends September), he aims for a 6-8% CAGR for 
sales, with the electronic materials segment growing at 5-7% and the 
smaller performance materials segment growing at 8-10%.
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A number of new leaders in the chemical industry have exciting and challenging tasks 
ahead to revitalise growth amid a low growth environment

ONES TO WATCH

Roberto Simoes will become the 
new CEO of Braskem on 1 January, 

succeeding Fernando Musa. 
Simoes will head the company as the 

Brazilian economy is expected to grow 
faster, albeit at a moderate rate. 

He will also contend competition 
from US exports and with the compa-
ny’s salt mine that regulators allege 
damaged three neighbourhods.

Simoes is chairman of Braskem’s 
board. He had earlier been CEO of 
Ocyan and CEO of Odebrecht Defesa e 
Tecnologia from 2010-2012. 

The new head of Sasol took over on 1 
November and has a challenging 

task ahead, first and foremost getting the 
nearly $13bn Lake Charles Cracker Pro-
ject (LCCP) in the US on track and oper-
ating at optimal levels. 

The former Sasol co-CEOs Bongani 
Nqwababa and Stephen Cornell were 
forced to step down by the board which 
cited “excessive focus on maintaining 
existing cost and scheduling estimates at 
the expense of accurate projections” on 

the Lake Charles project. The project includes a 1.5m tonne/year 
ethane cracker and polyethylene (PE) and other downstream units.

Clariant’s former CEO and now 
chairman and interim CEO was 

asked to lead the company once again 
after former CEO Ernesto Occhiello re-
signed on 24 July after just 10 months 
on the job. 

Clariant in July temporarily suspend-
ed negotiations with 25% owner SABIC 
to form a joint venture in high perfor-
mance materials. The tie-up would have 
involved Clariant’s Additives and Mas-
terbatches business, the latter of which 

has been up for divestment. The company will focus on streamlining 
its specialty chemicals portfolio in 2020.

Christian Kohlpainter takes over 
from Steve Holland as CEO of 

Brenntag from 1 January, 2020. 
It’s quite a change of direction for 

the executive who currently works for 
specialty chemicals producer, Clari-
ant, where he was member of the ex-
ecutive committee.

Kohlpainter can look forward to a 
challenging start to his tenure. Brenn-
tag - like many in the distribution sec-
tor - has suffered from a downturn in 
customer demand, especially in its 
core Europe market. 

Carlos Monreal is at the forefront of 
chemical recycling so it will be inter-

esting to see how far he can advance his 
technology in 2020. He was an early en-
trant to the nascent sector. Established in 
2012, Plastic Energy’s first commercial-
scale plant started up late in 2016 at 
Almeria in Spain. In November 2017, the 
second unit began operations in an in-
dustrial park near Seville, also in Spain.

In June 2019 he signed a memoran-
dum of understanding with PETRONAS 

with the aim of establishing a new plant in Malaysia. Plastic Energy 
plans to spend €300m to build 10 production units across Europe.

Kongkrapan Intarajang was appoint-
ed CEO of PTT Global Chemical on 

1 October 2019, upon the retirement of 
Supattanapong Punmeechaow. 

Prior to his appointment, Intarajang 
was the chief operating officer of the 
Thai firm’s upstream petrochemical 
business and was director, president 
and CEO of PTTGC America Corp from 
July 2015 – September 2019. In his new 
post, he will oversee PTTGC’s cracker 
project in the US, and the ongoing ca-

pacity expansion in Thailand, including a planned increased usage 
of naphtha as cracker feed in Map Ta Phut.
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