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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The GCC polymer industry has grown dramatically over the
past decades as the region benefited from growing demand in
overseas markets. Regional production capacity has soared to
28.2 million tons in 2020, growing by 3.6% CAGR since 2010.
GCC polymers account for about 18% of the total, regional
chemical capacity. As a result, the polymers segment has a
major influence on the growth of the entire chemical industry in
the region.
The years of 2019 and 2020 were challenging for the global
polymer industry as a result of uncertainties in the trade war
between China and the US and the rise of a global pandemic.
Despite all the concerns, the GCC polymer industry still had
its eyes firmly fixed on growth. In 2020, polymer capacity in
the region grew by 3.6%, higher than the global growth rate of
2.1% in the same period.
Polymer supply from the GCC is driven by growing demand
in end user market segments and applications, such as
packaging, construction, consumer goods/products and
automotive, etc. Saudi Arabia is the largest polymer producer
in the region, accounting for 68% of the region’s total output.
While Saudi market share in the region was declining over
the past decade, its product portfolio is the most diversified,
compared with other GCC countries. In 2019 it was producing
about 30 products, which is the highest in the region.
Export of polymers is the fastest growing segment of the
GCC chemical industry, in line with production growth. It
grew by 8.3% CAGR between 2009 and 2019 reaching 24.4
million tons. Polymers represented one third (32%) of the total
chemical export, up from 20% in 2008. Recognising its strategic
geographical location on key global trade routes, the region has
invested heavily in transport infrastructure and is striving hard to
improve the ease of cross-border trade.
The GCC plastic conversion industry is gaining momentum
as the region is looking to further diversify downstream in the
hydrocarbon value chain. The regional plastic conversion market
is relatively fragmented with the majority of the plastic converters
being small, family-owned businesses. There are an estimated
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1,800 plastic converters in the GCC but only a handful can be
considered as large-scale businesses. The majority of polymer
product supply is being exported out of the region.
The GCC local supply and consumption of polymer products to the
conversion industry in 2019 stood at 4.4 million tons, representing
only 15% of total GCC polymer production in 2019. Saudi Arabia
is leading local consumption representing the majority of total
polymer products consumed locally at 53.4%, followed by the UAE
at 45% and Oman and Kuwait at only 1.7%.
Polymer supply in the GCC is driven by growing demand in
end user market segments and applications and the industry
is looking to further diversify downstream to meet its growth
targets. Polyethylene (largely HDPE, LDPE and LLDPE and
other grades in smaller quantities) comprises the largest
consumption block, representing more than half of total
plastics demand in the region at 2.2 million tons, or about
50% of total polymer output supplied locally. HDPE is the most
widely consumed locally of the three major PE polymer types,
accounting for 34.3% of the regional supply of polymers.
Saudi Arabia is the largest local polymer supplier to converters
in the region. Local polymer supply to converters in Saudi
Arabia, like the UAE, is driven by polyethylene (PE) and
polypropylene (PP). Total supply to the local conversion industry
in 2019 amounted to 2.4 million tons and represents 53% of
total supply to converters in the region.
For decades, the GCC region was and continues to be
associated with one image – crude oil. At the same time, the
GCC governments have been working to achieve economic
diversification. They have invested considerable efforts
and resources in this direction through the formulation of
transformation programs and industrialization objectives.
However, the continued dominance of oil and inefficiencies
of past initiatives have led to the discussion about underlying
challenges that slow down these ambitious plans. Every GCC
economy faces various domestic challenges, but which ones
are the most troublesome for the plastic conversion industry?
Some of the key challenges for the regional plastic conversion
industry include a limited and fragmented end user market, low
manufacturing attractiveness and high logistics costs.
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However, the GCC industrial development is at a turning point
as the GCC governments seek to diversify economies to meet
the aspirations of future generations. Much of the efforts are
focused on creating and capturing value from product exports
and stimulating the development of downstream industries,
including the plastic conversion industry. The pressure to
develop the plastic conversion industry is reaching a breaking
point. Several enablers are emerging in the GCC region that
create unique opportunities for the downstream industries.
There is a strong alignment between a need to act and the
ability to act in the region. These enablers include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Workforce
Technology Acquisitions
Acquisitions of Polymer Converters
Government Support/Policies
Join Ventures with Polymer Converters
Industrial Clusters Development
Investment in R&D and Innovation
Support OEM Manufacturing

The plastics industry plays a crucial role in supporting
sustainability and the circular economy concept in various
sectors. Some of the most important contributions are in the
transport, construction and food industries. Closing the circular
economy loop in plastics can boost industry competitiveness
and address climate change issues. In the context of plastics
production and conversion, this means that plastics never
become waste. Therefore, re-entering the system as valuable
elements and feedstock for other products. With that, plastic
leakage into natural ecosystem can be controlled and less fossil
feedstocks will be utilized in the production process.

With a focus on circular economy, up to 95% of plastics material
value can be saved along its life cycle. However, the transition
into circular economy will not happen overnight and requires time.
This transition will require not only the design of new products
that make it easier to reuse and recycle but also new business
models, service offerings and strategies for adoption.
Like any big transformation, adoption of the circular economy
concept in the plastics industry is easier said than done. While
we are at the beginning of the journey, we must be aware that
the journey is more crucial and more difficult than we could
have imagined. Business, government and people need to
be actively engaged in this journey with their ideas, products,
business models and investments. On this transformation
journey, there are many current and future challenges as the
transformation process continues to evolve. In this report, we
outline the most prevailing obstacles of adopting a circular
economy in the plastics industry in the current time.
While challenges to make the circular economy a reality in the
GCC region hinder its progress, opportunities of adopting It
make it even more promising. GPCA has identified three key
opportunities of adopting the business model in the Arabian
Gulf. As part of the shift to a more circular business model, the
industry would need to enhance the sustainability of products
and applications throughout their lifecycle. To make the circular
economy a reality, the industry would need to establish a
multi-stakeholder approach to plastic waste reduction and
management through collaboration, innovation, regulations,
and consumer education. Also, further integrating the GCC
petrochemicals and chemicals value chain to create and
economically sustain a market for recycled materials is also a
part of the vision to achieving a circular economy.

While the circular economy is still at a nascent stage, in many
developed economies from which it originated, significant
opportunities exist to adopt a more circular approach in
the Arabia Gulf region. A move to a more circular approach
can retain and increase value creation. It can also reduce
our dependence on scarce natural resources and achieve
alignment with the GCC national visions of sustainable longterm economic growth.
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INTRODUCTION
The GCC plastics industry is an important and the fastest growing
segment of the regional manufacturing and chemical industries
over the past decades. The acceleration in growth of the plastics
industry reflects the fundamental shift in the global demand
towards products and services which provide better functionality,
mobility, comfort and sustainability. While plastic polymer
producers already add value to the region in terms of economic
contribution, there is still an opportunity to increase the value
add, generate additional export revenue and create thousands
of jobs in the region. We believe that it can be done through the
development of the plastic conversion industry in the region. In
this report “Plastic Conversion Opportunity in the GCC”, we aim
to deliver an overview of the value chain of the plastics industry in
the region, from polymer production to conversion, and discuss
the opportunities in the circular economy.
Given their key properties of durability, strength, ease of
manufacture, lightweight, fire and weather resistance, plastics
continue to replace other materials in a variety of applications. For
example, today 50% of the volume of materials used in vehicles
are plastics, yet they only contribute to 10% of overall vehicle
weight. This contributes to huge savings in emissions. Plastics
are increasingly used in the construction industry for applications
such as pipes and building insulation, helping to enhance
resource efficiency, often outperforming competing materials.
It must be noted that the waste management sectors haven’t
kept pace with the growth in use of plastics. This has resulted
in inefficient management of waste, including plastic waste, that
often ends up in the environment, interacting with flora and fauna.
In this report we will discuss circularity from the perspective of
the plastics industry. Because of its versatility and capacity to
innovate, the industry already plays a crucial role in supporting
sustainability in various sectors. Adopting circular economy
principles can boost the industry’s competitiveness. While we are
still at the beginning of the journey, we must be aware that it is
more crucial and more challenging than we could have imagined.
On this transformation journey there are many obstacles, and we
will outline the most prevailing ones as well as strategies regional
plastic converters can implement to accelerate adoption of the
circular economy.
Given the complexity and breadth of the plastics industry, the
report does not aim to be exhaustive but provides sufficient
information on the plastics value chain and circular economy,
related obstacles and strategies to achieve better social,
economic and environmental benefits from plastics.
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CHAPTER 1:

PROFILE OF THE GCC
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Polymer production in the GCC

Current polymer production by product

The GCC polymer industry has grown dramatically over the
past decades as the region benefited from growing demand in
overseas markets. Regional production capacity has soared to
28.2 million tons in 2020, growing by 3.6% CAGR since 2010.
GCC polymers account for about 18% of the total regional
chemical capacity. As a result, the polymers segment has a
major influence on the growth of the entire chemical industry in
the region.

Polymer supply from the GCC is driven by growing demand
in end user market segments and applications. Packaging,
(including consumer packaged goods, food and beverages
and others) which is the largest end user segment globally,
drives demand for polymers such as polyethylene terephthalate
(PET). In the GCC, PET production capacity accounts for about
only 4% of the total polymer capacity in 2020 or 1.3 million
tons. PET can be recycled multiple times without affecting its
chemical properties, which makes it an ideal choice for various
industries such as fibres, films, automotive, electronics, etc.

The years of 2019 and 2020 were challenging for the global
polymer industry as a result of uncertainties in the trade war
between China and the US and the rise of a global pandemic.
Despite all concerns, the GCC polymer industry still had its
eyes firmly fixed on growth. In 2020, polymer capacity in the
region grew by 3.6%, higher than the global growth rate of
2.1% in the same period.
Looking forward, the long-term prospects for the industry
remain positive. GPCA estimates that demand for primary
chemicals is set to increase by 43% by 2030 and 68% by
2050, and the key drivers for this demand growth are expected
to remain tied to plastics. Nearly two thirds of demand for
ethylene and propylene will come from polymer products, such
as polyethylene and polypropylene. Similarly, nearly half of
benzene, toluene and mixed xylenes are destined for plastics
and other durable materials. In addition, by 2050 it is estimated
that oil demand for plastic feedstock will overtake the demand
for transport fuels from 11% today up to 24% in 2050.

The construction industry is the second most important driver
of global plastics consumption. One of the important polymers
for the construction industry is polyvinyl chloride (PVC). PVC
is used for window and door frames, and underground pipes,
due to its stiffness and durability. PVC production in the GCC
region is concentrated in Saudi Arabia. Saudi production
capacity reached 0.4 million tons in 2020. Production has not
grown proportionately with demand, suggesting that the GCC
countries have a potential for new capacity additions in the
future.
Consumer products is the third largest market of polymer
demand and consumes various polymers, including
polyethylene (PE), including high density (HDPE), low density
(LDPE) and linear low density (LLDPE). Polyethylene represents
more than half of GCC production capacity (52%). This is
driven by easy access to an abundant supply of ethylene and
the increasing global demand for PE as a versatile, easy to

Figure 1: GCC polymer production capacity (million tons and % growth rate)
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process and recycle product. As a result, the GCC supply of PE
polymers rose to 16.9 million tons in 2020, growing by about
5.1% CAGR over the past decade.
HDPE is the most widely used of the three major PE polymer
types, accounting for nearly half of the region’s total PE
supply in 2020. Production growth in the region is driven by
the rising use of HDPE in (construction) pipes and packaging
containers. Like HPDE, LDPE production in the GCC has
grown significantly in the past decade reaching 2.8 million tons
in 2020. Growth was driven by increasing demand from end
user markets such as film applications and packaging. LLDPE
competes directly with LDPE and is suitable for the same
applications. In the GCC, LLDPE supply represents 34% of
total PE or 5.9 million tons. Despite offering higher strength,
puncture resistance and anti-tear properties, LLDPE lost its
output market share in the GCC declining from 46% in 2009 to
34% in 2020.

The automotive industry is also an emerging market for polymer
consumption, especially polypropylene (PP). The GCC PP
market size in 2020 was 8.6 million tons, which accounted for a
28% market share of the entire polymer industry. Between 2009
and 2019, GCC PP capacity grew at 5.9% CAGR, driven by the
rising use of polypropylene in injection moulding, fibre, film and
sheet.
Performance polymers and synthetic rubbers combine about
25 products with an average capacity of 135 KT per year. In
2020, they accounted for 10.5% of the GCC polymer output,
or 3.2 million tons, combined. There was a significant rise in
the introduction of performance polymers in the GCC region as
regional producers started to diversify their product portfolio,
introducing new and more sophisticated products.

Figure 2: Key plastic polymers, their recycling codes and typical applications

1

PET is mainly used to make polyester fibre,
but its other key end-use is food and beverage
packaging. Its key properties are its high
crystallinity and strength.

2

HDPE is one of the most versatile plastics,
used in anything from shampoo bottles to hard
hats. It is made entirely of ethylene, and is
among the most recycled plastics.

3

PVC is a tough resin that is most frequently
used in construction. PVC windows, doors and
pipes are common place on construction sites
and in buildings throughout the world.

4

LDPE was the first polyethylene plastic to be
invented, and is another key plastic used for
packaging. It is the key constituent of most
plastic carrier bags.

5

Polypropylene is a versatile plastic with
many end-uses. It has a higher melting point
than some other key polymers, so is often
used in automotive applications, where high
temperatures can be encountered.

6

Polystyrene comes in three main forms,
‘general purpose’, ‘high impact’ and
‘expandable’, with the latter being used in
packaging applications to protect goods
during transport and storage.

7

Other thermoplastics include: Polycarbonate
(PC), Acrylonitrile Butadiene Styrene (ABS),
Styrene Acrylonitrile (SAN), Polymethyl
methacrylate (PMMA), Polyacrylonitrile (PAN),
Polyvinyl Acetate (PVA) and many others.
These have a wide range of uses, but each of
them is produced in much smaller volumes.

Figure 3: 2020 GCC polymer industry by product (market share)
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Current polymer production by country

Polymer global export

Saudi Arabia is the largest polymer producer in the region,
accounting for 69% of the region’s total output. While Saudi
Arabia’s market share in the region was declining over the past
decade, its product portfolio is the most diversified, compared
with other GCC countries. In 2019 it was producing about 30
products, which is the highest in the region.

Export of polymers is the fastest growing segment of the GCC
chemical industry, in line with production growth. It grew by
8.3% CAGR between 2009 and 2019 reaching 24.4 million
tons. Polymers represented one third (32%) of total chemical
export, up from 20% in 2008. Recognizing its strategic
geographical location on key global trade routes, the region has
invested heavily in transport infrastructure and is striving hard to
improve the ease of cross-border trade.

The UAE is the second largest polymer producer, contributing
to 16% of the regional polymer capacity. The UAE’s impact
on the GCC industry has significantly increased over the past
decade. The country’s market share in the GCC more than
tripled from 5% in 2009 to 16% in 2020. The UAE has also
made steps to diversify its polymer product portfolio and added
several new products. It has plans to triple its capacity in the
coming years.
Closely after the UAE, Qatar accounts for a 10% market share
of the GCC polymer output and is the third largest producer.
Qatar showcased one of the highest growth rates over the tenyear period (2010-2020) of 8% CAGR. As a result, the country’s
market share in the region has significantly increased from 6.7%
in 2010 to 10% in 2020.
In contrast, Oman and Kuwait’s market share in the GCC
polymer industry has decreased over the 2010-2020 period.
Kuwait accounts for 3.5% and Oman for 1.2% of the GCC
polymer output in 2020. Both Kuwait and Oman did not add
any new products over the past years and continue to produce
the same set of products as in 2010. Among key recent project
announcements, in May 2020, OQ announced the start of
the commissioning phase of Liwa Plastics Industries Complex
(LPIC) which will boost OQ’s production of high-grade PE and
PP to 1.5 mT p.a from 200 kT.

Saudi Arabia is the largest polymer exporter in the GCC region,
representing 69% of the total export volume in 2019. Due to its
large market share, growth of exports from Saudi Arabia has
significant effects on the region’s total export growth. Therefore,
GCC polymer export growth will mirror the growth in Saudi
Arabia. During 2008-2018, exports from Saudi Arabia grew by
11.7% CAGR.
The UAE, the second largest polymer producer in the GCC,
also holds a second place in exports. Due to its rapid product
expansion, the UAE holds an 18% market share or 4.3 million
tons. During 2009-2019, UAE exports increased by 18%
CAGR, following output growth of 16% CAGR.
Looking at other countries, Qatar exported about 1.9 million
tons of polymers in 2019, representing 8% of the region’s total
export volume. Qatar holds the third place as an exporter of
polymers in the region. During 2009-2019, Qatar polymer
exports grew by 3.5% CAGR, which is three times lower than
the region’s overall.
During 2008-2018, Kuwait exports saw a growth of 3.6%
CAGR, which is much lower than the region’s overall growth.
As a result, Kuwait’s market share in total polymer exports has
declined from 8% in 2008 to 3% in 2019.

Figure 4: 2020 GCC polymer industry by country (market share)
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Figure 5: GCC polymer export by country (million tons and share)
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Figure 6: GCC polymer export by destination (share)
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Polymer intra-GCC import and export
Saudi Arabia is the largest polymers producer in the GCC
accounting for 71% of the intra-GCC polymers exports in 2018,
followed by UAE with 17%, Kuwait with 5%, and Oman and
Qatar with 4% and 3%, respectively. On the other hand, UAE
enjoyed the highest share for intra-GCC polymers imports
(58%) in 2018, trailed by Oman with 15%, Saudi Arabia with
10% and Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain with 7%, 6% and 3%,
respectively.

Saudi Arabia’s, UAE’s, Kuwait’s, and Qatar’s intra-GCC imports
increased by 37.1%, 9.2%, 225% and 11%, respectively, from
2018 to 2019. On a similar trend – except for Saudi Arabia—
intra-GCC exports increased by 29%, 4.6% and 51.6% for
Qatar, Kuwait, and UAE respectively. Saudi Arabia’s intra-GCC
exports decreased by 4.3% from 2018 to 2019. In addition,
negative intra-GCC trade balance is evident across the GCC
countries apart from Kuwait as a result of their high export
activities during this period.

Figure 7: Polymers’ intra-GCC import and export share in 2018
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Figure 8: Polymers’ intra-GCC 2018 Vs 2019 trade comparison (except Oman and Bahrain)
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Plastic conversion in the GCC

The GCC local supply and consumption of polymer products
to the conversion industry in 2019 stood at 4.4 million tons,
representing only 15% of total GCC polymer production in
2019. Saudi Arabia is leading local consumption representing
the majority of total polymer products consumed locally at
53.4%, followed by the UAE at 45%% and Oman and Kuwait at
only 1.7%.

The GCC plastic conversion industry is gaining momentum
as the region is looking to further diversify downstream in
the hydrocarbon value chain. The regional plastic conversion
market is relatively fragmented with the majority of the plastic
converters being small, family-owned businesses. There are
an estimated 1,800 plastic converters in the GCC but only
a handful can be considered as large-scale businesses. The
majority of the polymer product supply is being exported out of
the region.

Saudi Arabia’s numbers are aligned with its massive
downstream expansion drive and its potential to further
diversify its product portfolio. As the region’s major producer
and exporter, Saudi Arabia also holds the largest polymer local
supply in the region accounting for 2.4 million tons of polymers
supplied locally.

Figure 9: GCC polymer supply to local conversion industry, 2019
Kuwait Oman

4,450,000

1.3%
0.4%

2,350,000

4,435,244
2,366,467

Metric tons

2,300,000
2,250,000
UAE

2019
4.4 Million
tons

44.9%

2,200,000
2,150,000

53.4%

Saudi Arabia

2,100,000
2,050,000

1,992,528

2,000,000
50,000

58,244

18,000

0

Oman

Kuwait

UAE

Saudi Arabia

GCC

Source: GPCA polymer producer questionnaire,
Note: GPCA member companies only, Qatar data not available

Figure 10: The GCC polymers production vs exports vs consumption (million tons)
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Plastic conversion, by polymer type and end
user segment

GCC production of polymers increased at a 3.6% CAGR since
2010 reaching 28 mMT. GCC exports of polymers equal 78%
reaching 22 mMT by the end of 2021. Captive consumption
of polymers climbed a CAGR of 4.8% since 2010 reaching 6
mMT. The consumption as a percentage of the total production
of polymers in the GCC countries, fluctuated over the years
2010 to 2021, between a minimum value of 18.25% in 2014
and a maximum value of 21.43% in 2021. Concerted efforts by
GCC governments to promote the use of plastics is one of the
drivers to increase the local consumption. This is aligned with
the economic diversification programs running in the GCC.

Polymer supply in the GCC is driven by growing demand in
end user market segments and applications and the industry
is looking to further diversify downstream to meet its growth
targets. Polyethylene (largely HDPE, LDPE and LLDPE and
other grades in smaller quantities) comprises the largest
consumption block, representing more than half of total
plastics demand in the region at 2.2 million tons, or about
50% of total polymer output supplied locally. HDPE is the most
widely consumed locally of the three major PE polymer types,
accounting for 34.3% of the regional supply of polymers.

Saudi Arabia accounts for 64% of GCC polymer production,
followed by UAE with 17%, Oman with 9%, and Qatar and
Kuwait with 7% and 4%, respectively. Saudi Arabia and UAE
have the most developed plastic downstream industries in
the GCC with the highest polymer consumption. Saudi Arabia
accounts for the major share of 66% of polymer exports in
2021.

Local supply of polypropylene (PP) falls in second place as
GCC supply to local converters reached around 1.6 million
tons in 2019, accounting for 35% of total polymer supply in the
region.

Figure 11: GCC polymers production, export and consumption by country in 2021
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Figure 12: GCC polymer supply to local plastic conversion industry by polymer type, 2019 (metric tons)
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Packaging, which is the largest end user segment globally,
is also the largest end user segment regionally in the GCC.
This segment drives regional demand for polymers such as
polyethylene (HDPE, LLDPE and LDPE). In the GCC, packaging
accounts for more than half of the locally consumed polymers
standing at around 2.7 million tons which accounts for 66.8%
of polymer supply to the regional conversion industry.

Construction is the second largest industry globally, and the
third largest regionally, in terms of polymer consumption. One
of the most important polymers for the construction industry
is polyvinyl chloride (PVC), which is used for windows and
door frames and underground pipes, due to its stiffness and
durability. Regional supply of PVC stood at around 0.22 million
tons in 2019 and represents only 5% of the regional polymer
supply market to regional converters. Polymer supply to the
regional construction industry is driven by Saudi Arabia; it stood
at 0.44 million tons in 2019 and represents 11% of the regional
end user market.

The textile industry is the second largest end user industry in
the region. One of the most important polymers that drives
the textile industry is polyethylene terephthalate (PET), also
commonly known as polyester in the textile industry. PET is
widely used for various applications such as bottles, fibers,
moldings, and sheets because of its excellent tensile and
impact strength, clarity, processability, chemical resistance, and
thermal stability. Regional supply of PET to local converters
stood at 0.3 million tons in 2019, and accounts for 6.9% of total
polymer supply in the region. Regional polymer supply to the
textile industry stood at 0.57 million tons in 2019 representing
about 14% of the regional end user segment.

The consumer goods industry is also an emerging market
in the region for various polymer consumptions, including
polyethylene. This is driven by easy access to ethylene in
the region and the regional industry tilt toward light weight
molecular hydrocarbons. Regional supply to the consumer
goods industry stood at 0.811 million tons in 2019 and
represents 4% of the regional end user market.

Figure 13: GCC polymer supply to local plastic conversion industry, by end user segment, 2019 (metric tons)
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Plastic conversion sector, by country

The UAE is the second largest polymer producer and the
second largest local polymer supplier in the region. In an effort
to match growing demand in the end user market segment, the
UAE registers the largest local polymer supply to the conversion
industry, with polyethylene (PE) and polypropylene (PP)
representing the largest share of the supply. Total supply to the
local conversion industry in 2019 amounted to 1.99 million tons
in the UAE, representing 45% of total supply to local converters
in the region.

Saudi Arabia is the largest regional polymer producer, with
most of the production exported out of the region. In addition,
Saudi Arabia is the largest local polymer supplier to converters
in the region. It has increased its product portfolio over the
years producing about 30 products, which is the highest in the
region. Local polymer supply to converters in Saudi Arabia,
like the UAE, is driven by polyethylene (PE) and polypropylene
(PP). Total supply to the local conversion industry amounted
to 2.4 million tons in 2019, representing 53% of total supply to
converters in the region.

Kuwait comes in third place, but with a larger margin compared
to Saudi Arabia and the UAE. It accounted for only 1.3% of
total supply of polymers to local converters in 2019 which
amounts to 0.058 million tons. The largest local supply was to
the packaging end user market segment, representing 0.04
million tons of supply in 2019; this was followed by pipes at
0.014 million tons in 2019.

The largest end user market segment in Saudi Arabia is
packaging at 2.6 million tons in 2019, followed by textiles at
0.57 million tons in 2019 and construction at 0.44 million tons
in 2019. This is in line with the by-product breakdown of Saudi
Arabia’s local polymer supply to the conversion industry.

Figure 14: 2019 GCC polymer supply to local conversion industry, by polymer type and country (metric tons)
1,048,065

1,050,000
1,000,000
950,000
900,000
600,000

893,058

610,100

592,701

Saudi Arabia
United Arab Emirates

550,000

Kuwait

510,230
305,000
222,088
106,000
50,000
0

34,180
HDPE

51,404
21,326
0 0
2,743
PP

LDPE

0 0

PET

PVC

0 0
PS

18,000 7,132 5,100 2,500 2,000 1,000
0 0
0 0 815 0 0 606 0 0 500 0 0 250 0 0 250 0 0 195 0 0
0 0
0 0
0 0
0 0
XLPE/SC

PC

EVA

CB

EPDM

PMMA

PBT

ABS

POM

PBR

POE Elastometer

Source: GPCA polymer producer questionnaire,
Note: GPCA member companies only, Qatar and Bahrain not included

Figure 15: 2019 GCC Polymer supply to local conversion market by end user segment and country (metric tons)
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For decades, the GCC region was and continues to be
associated with one image – crude oil. At the same time, the
GCC governments have been working to achieve economic
diversification. They have invested considerable efforts
and resources in this direction through the formulation of
transformation programs and industrialization objectives.
However, the continued dominance of oil and inefficiencies of
past initiatives have led to underlying challenges that slow down
these ambitious plans. Every GCC economy faces various
domestic challenges, but which ones are the most troublesome
for the plastic conversion industry? Some of the key challenges
for the regional plastic conversion industry include a limited and
fragmented end user market, low manufacturing attractiveness
and high logistics costs.

Challenge 1: Limited and fragmented end
user market
In all industries, including automotive, packaging, or healthcare
products, the GCC market is too limited in order to develop a
profitable business. As per the World Economic Forum (WEF),
the overall market size of the GCC countries ranks at an
average of 51 out of 141. Only Saudi Arabia emerged in the top
20 countries worldwide in terms of market size (rank 17). This
means that the majority of the GCC countries cannot benefit
from economies of scale in production, create opportunities or
find new ways to use resources like the large markets can.

Looking at specific end user industries in the GCC region, we
see that there are local opportunities, but they may not be
large enough. The GCC packaging sector plays an important
role in the food and beverages industry. It is the largest plastics
application market segment in the GCC, representing nearly
half of the total plastics consumption. Major opportunities are in
substituting packaging made from glass, metal and paper and
the development of a regional food processing industry.
The GCC construction sector is the second largest plastics
end user industry in the region, with about 25% of regional
plastic consumption. Plastics are vital for modern buildings
due to their durability, handling, high performance and lower
maintenance costs. The construction industry in the GCC
and wider MENA region is set to outpace global growth and
is expected to expand by 6.5% over the next five years. The
construction sector will be driven by significant investments in
the UAE, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. On top of mega projects and
developments like Expo 2020 in Dubai and the FIFA World Cup
2020 in Qatar, regional governments and private sectors are
expected to make investments in commercial, retail, industrial
and hospitality projects. As energy efficiency in buildings is
becoming a central theme for regional authorities, the plastic
conversion industry can play a bigger role in the construction
industry by providing better insulation and fire-resistant
products.

Figure 16: Major challenges facing the GCC plastic conversion industry
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Table 1: Overall market size of the country:
Top 10 countries globally
Country

Table 2: Overall market size of the country:
GCC position globally
Rank
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1
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The GCC automotive industry relies mostly on overseas
imports, as there is almost no production in the region. As
per the latest figures, automotive and appliances represent
about 2% of the region’s plastic conversion. The Middle East
automotive market is forecast to grow by 5.1% CAGR in
volume during 2018-2024, with sales volume reaching 3.68
million units by 2024. Vehicles are presently imported from
overseas, however, there is an emerging trend towards the
localization of spare parts production. Original equipment
manufacturers (OEMs), such as Toyota, are boosting their auto
parts manufacturing supply chain in the GCC countries. This
provides a major opportunity for the plastic conversion industry.

In addition to manufacturing attractiveness, the World Bank
is assessing the business regulatory environment in counties
worldwide. The regulatory environment of a country affects
a wide range of economic outcomes such as productivity,
growth, and employment. Among the GCC countries, the UAE
has put a continuous focus on reforms. On the opposite side,
the most difficult environment for doing business in the GCC is
in Kuwait and Qatar. While Saudi Arabia’s performance is still
below the region’s average, it is the most improved economy,
with several new reforms taking place in the past year as part of
the Kingdom’s “Vision 2030”.

Challenge 3: High logistics costs

Challenge 2: Low manufacturing
attractiveness

Freight transportation and logistics are critical for exportoriented industries in the GCC. With a limited local market,
GCC plastic converters rely on export opportunities. However,
the competitive environment is very challenging and wellestablished producers in other regions try to hold on to their
market shares. Additionally, GCC converters face challenges
related to high logistics costs from the region. GCC converters
need to be aware of these challenges when exporting goods
and need to understand they can hold a competitive edge
only by producing high quality products and solutions. Trading
Across Borders in means of time and cost associated with
the logistical process of exporting and importing goods, GCC
countries on average are at the low end. This means that the
small producers and traders in the GCC cannot benefit from
the overseas markets due to tariffs, transaction costs, customs
administrative fees, freight expenses, and border costs in the
region.

Cost management is one of the most important aspects of
performance in the manufacturing sector, including plastic
conversion. However, we continuously observe that other
factors are also impacting businesses. They are related to
social, environmental and geopolitical issues. As companies
become more globalized and can set up manufacturing
facilities in different countries, they start relying on a mix of
indicators to assess the potential in the given location. Based
on this, the GCC region ranks on average 52nd in terms of its
manufacturing sector’s attractiveness (which measures factors
like infrastructure, labor, economy, tax policy and geopolitical
risks). The UAE and Qatar are the only two countries that
have a competitive manufacturing sector compared to their
neighbors. Others are ranked below the region’s average.
This means that GCC countries must continue to develop
unique capabilities to make them more attractive production
destinations. Some of the key programs already implemented
include the development of industrial clusters/ free zones and
value parks with easy access to feedstock for downstream
industries. We can highlight RCJY-Sadara Plaschem value park
as well as Kizad’s polymer park.

Figure 17: Manufacturing attractiveness ranking in 2019: The GCC’s position globally
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The GCC industrial development is at a turning point as the
GCC governments seek to diversify economies to meet the
aspirations of future generations. Much of the efforts are
focused on creating and capturing value from product exports
and stimulating the development of downstream industries,
including the plastic conversion industry. Having well-developed
downstream sectors would lead to more sustainable economic
growth. Examples from other parts of the world include the
following: in the EU, the plastics industry provides employment
to more than 1.56 million people through over 55,000
companies, most of which are SMEs. Total turnover is more

than 350 billion Euro with positive trade balance exceeding 13
billion Euro. The European plastics industry contributed about
28.5 billion Euro to public finances and welfare in 2019 and is
the seventh industry based on its value-added contribution. It
is at the same level as the pharmaceutical industry and close to
the chemical industry.
The pressure to develop the plastic conversion industry is
reaching a breaking point. Several enablers are emerging
in the GCC region that create unique opportunities for the
downstream industries. There is a strong alignment between a
need to act and the ability to act in the region.

Figure 18: Enablers of GCC polymer conversion industry development
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Enabler 1: Workforce
For the GCC region, implementing industrial transformation will
require a workforce with an advanced skillset matching new
industries. As reported by the World Economic Forum (WEF),
the GCC labor market is characterized by three common
issues: low but increasing levels of workforce participation by
women; high rates of unemployment and under-employment,
especially among the young and relatively well-educated; and
large but decreasing shares of public sector employment.
Currently, youth unemployment in MENA stands at about
31% and university graduates make up nearly 30% of total
unemployment. All of this is a potential workforce for the
downstream industries in the region. As investments in the
GCC downstream industries are expected to grow over the
next decades, availability of a skilled workforce will be crucial to
the success of these capital projects.

While there is availability of workforce to take jobs in an
expanding downstream sector, companies are concerned
about the skills gap. Many of the jobs in the manufacturing
sector, including in plastic conversion, are technical jobs. WEF
ranked the GCC counties on average 32nd globally in terms of
the skill level of the current workforce.
Regional countries such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the
UAE are making great efforts to become knowledge-based
economies, as highlighted in their national visions. As the
region continues to invest in educational systems and technical
and vocational education and training (TVET), we anticipate
improvements in the skill levels of the workforce in the future.

Figure 19: Current and future workforce skills the GCC’s rank globally in 2019
-49
80
75
70
Global position 1 (highest) - 141 (lowest)

65
60
55

+33

50
45
40
35

-3

30
25

-2

48

20
15

-5

23

10
5
0

11
Qatar

15

21

28

25

34

32

31

23
8

6
UAE

80

-26

-9

Saudi Arabia
Skills of current workforce

Bahrain

GCC

Oman

Kuwait

Skills of future workforce

Source: World Economic Forum, 2019

www.gpca.org.ae

23

The Plastic Conversion Opportunity in
the GCC: Moulding a Sustainable Future
Towards a plastics circular economy

Enabler 2: Technology

Current examples of investments by GCC chemical producers
in downstream technologies include:

Technology and innovation have a dramatic impact on the
bottom line and productivity of manufacturing companies,
including the plastic conversion industry. While companies in
the GCC already recognize the importance of technology and
innovation, they are facing several challenges. On average,
GCC countries rank 33rd out of 141 globally in terms of
technology adoption. This indicator assesses the agility with
which an economy adopts existing technologies. A high
technology adoption rank means good experience of local
firms in investing in new technologies or acquiring them from
abroad. With that, the UAE is ranked the second highest
globally, followed by Qatar in the 8th position. The rest of the
GCC countries perform less than the region’s average in their
ability to adopt technologies. Having low abilities to adopt
technologies in the country means that the downstream
industries will experience a longer gap between the invention
and its adoption locally. In order to improve their downstream
capabilities, plastic converters require significant investments
in technology adoption and therefore strong financial positions.
Historically, in the GCC manufacturing industry, and unlike
petrochemical producers, companies in the downstream
industries have not had such strong financial backing.
With ever increasing pressure from sustainability targets being
set by customers and regulators, opportunities abound, but
producers will have to be thorough with their research before
embarking on any new projects or ventures.

•

In 2016, Saudi Aramco acquired breakthrough polyol
technology developed by Converge for USD 100 million.
This technology converts CO2 into high value end-products
with significant performance, and cost and carbon footprint
improvements.

•

SABIC and Evonik Industries, a specialty chemicals
company based in Germany, signed an agreement related
to hydrogen and sodium cyanide technology development
in 2018. This agreement marks a major milestone for
SABIC to secure the critical hydrogen cyanide and sodium
cyanide technologies required to set up world class
manufacturing sites for these products in Saudi Arabia.

•

SABIC acquired technology rights as part of the GE
Plastics acquisition, i.e., access to technology for products
used in industries such as automotive, healthcare,
consumer electronics and transportation.

•

SABIC acquired Huntsman’s European base chemicals
and polymers business. The deal demonstrates SABIC’s
commitment towards growing its global business.

These examples of GCC petrochemical companies investing in
downstream technologies, indicate their potential openness to
investing in downstream technologies.

Figure 20: Technology adoption rank by country: the GCC’s position globally
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Enabler 3: Industry consolidation and
vertical integration

In addition to acquisitions by the plastic polymer producers,
plastic conversion M&A activity in the region will be fuelled by
the activity between converters themselves. Large companies
will be buying smaller players to achieve growth targets, expand
geographically or to enter new product markets.

As regional demand for plastic products will continue to
expand, companies with a primary focus on plastic polymers
will start to move towards plastic conversion. At the same time,
most GCC polymer producers lack experience in developing
plastic conversion and have little familiarity with diversifying
products and developing close technical partnerships with
consumers, which are essential factors for success in the
plastic conversion industry. These factors contribute to a
critical need for GCC commodity producers to partner with,
or acquire, plastic conversion companies in order to obtain
strategic knowledge. Looking ahead, the increasing demand for
recycled products and increasing focus on the afterlife of plastic
products will encourage integration even further – towards the
recycling of plastics.

Enabler 4: Greater governmental support
and incentive policies
Implementation of successful diversification in the GCC can
be further accelerated with the introduction of industrialization
strategies and incentive policies. Plastic conversion has
significant prospects for long term value creation in the region,
by supplying other major industries such as automotive,
packaging and construction. However, the current progress in
development of the plastic conversion industry is relatively slow,
which some attribute to the lack of governmental support and
incentives.

Most recently, the following M&As made GCC companies
noticed in the polymer processing industry. NATPET became a
sole owner of Bonar NATPET Geosynthetics by acquiring the
50% share of the U.K. based foreign partner (Low & Bonar).
The company has become the geotextiles market leader in the
Middle East. Similarly, Mubadala backed Borealis announced
the acquisition of DYM Solutions in South Korea in 2018. With
this investment, Borealis seeks to extend the global wire and
cable asset footprint it has together with its Abu Dhabi-based
JV Borouge. In 2013, Tasnee, through its subsidiary Rowad
National Plastic (Al Rowad) acquired 40% stake in Clariant
Masterbatches in Saudi Arabia. The company was one of the
pioneers in the region, with production going back to 1993.

Currently, GCC industrial development is governed by individual
industrial policies, like Vision 2030 in Saudi Arabia. In 2019, as
part of the vision, the Kingdom launched the National Industrial
Development and Logistics Program (NIDLP), which aims to
industrialize the country further, generate job opportunities,
improve the Kingdom’s trade balance and maximize local
content as well as value creation. Also, with the Saudi
Arabian governmental support, there are two major growth
opportunities in plastics supplying into the pharmaceutical
(National Industrial Development Program) and military
industries in line with the Kingdom’s Vision 2030.

Figure 21: Future orientation of the government: GCC position globally
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JVs in the commodities business, locally and internationally.
Some recent examples of JV formation in the plastic conversion
industry include Saudi Specialized Products Company (SSPC),
Gulf Compound Blending (GCB), Rowad National Plastic
Company and NATPET Schulman Specialty Plastic Compounds
(NSSPC).

In Qatar, industrial development and foreign investments receive
incentives as part of the country’s National Vision 2030. Qatar
is working to implement a series of reforms that will give private
investors more freedom to participate in industrial production.
In 2017, the government launched an initiative called “Own
your Own Factory in 72 Hours”, aiming to fast-track the
establishment of new businesses. This initiative prompted
more than 8,000 applications from Qataris, and 1,000 from
international investors in the first six months. Further in 2019,
Qatar started to allow up to 100% ownership of companies by
foreign parties in all of Qatar’s economic sectors.

In 2013, NATPET formed a 50:50 JV with A. Schulman Europe
International. The JV company NATPET Schulman Specialty
Plastic Compounds (NSSPC) is producing polypropylene
compounds for use in automotive, home appliances,
electrical and electronics and construction applications.
In addition, in 2013, Sipchem formed a JV with Hanwha
Chemicals to establish Saudi Specialized Products Company
(SSPC), a manufacturer of casting, extrusion and refinement
moulds such as injection and blow moulds for plastics,
thermoforming moulds and press tools. In 1992, Tasnee
established a subsidiary plastic conversion company, Rowad
National Plastic Company which produces plastic sheets,
containers, automobile batteries and reprocessed polymers.
In Qatar, QAPCO has established a JV with Qatar Industrial
Manufacturing Company (Qimco) and Italian firm Febo. The JV
company is called Qatar Plastic Products Co. (QPPC) which
commenced operations in 2000. A portion of its production is
consumed by QAPCO to meet its bag and film requirements
with the remaining products exported.

In the UAE, diversification and industrial development is a
central pillar of Economic Vision 2030, aimed at creating an
effective private sector. The UAE is implementing programs to
attract foreign and national investments and encourage the role
of SMEs. In 2019, Dubai launched its “Industrial Strategy 2030”
in a bid to generate AED 18 billion worth of economic value add
by 2030. Plans by Abu Dhabi to launch a dedicated industrial
park for the downstream petrochemicals industry as well as the
Al Sajaa Oasis Industrial Park in Sharjah are examples of key
investments in the sector.
All these development plans and industrialization policies
showcase the GCC government’s commitment towards future
development. According to WEF, the GCC as a region is 58th
globally in this area with UAE taking the highest position (9th
globally) and Saudi Arabia is among the top 20% of countries.
This means that regional governments are undertaking
important reforms and incentives to achieve development
goals.

With GCC’s experience in attracting foreign investments and
JVs in the region, it has also perfected investor protection rules
and regulations. UAE and Saudi Arabia have one of the highest
ranks globally in how they are protecting foreign investors and
their rights. Saudi Arabia is third worldwide and the UAE is 13th.
As a region, the GCC is averaging at 61st position, which is in
the top third globally.

Enabler 5: Joint ventures within the
conversion sector
Joint ventures (JV) have been a traditional route for regional
players to enter new market segments. They benefited from

Figure 22: Protecting investors rank: GCC position globally
Saudi Arabia

3
13

UAE

Bahrain

51

Kuwait

51
61

GCC Average

88

Oman

157

Qatar
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90 100 110 120 130 140 150 160

Global position 1 (highest) - 190 (lowest)

Source: World Bank, 2020

26

www.gpca.org.ae

The Plastic Conversion Opportunity in
the GCC: Moulding a Sustainable Future
Towards a plastics circular economy

Enabler 6: Industrial clusters development
Aspirations of GCC countries to extract further value through
the downstream diversification of their chemical industries
can be further supported by industrial cluster developments.
Countries have already developed successful models for
industrial parks since the establishment of the chemical
industry several decades ago. Specialized chemical industry
parks have emerged with huge investments in production
plants and supporting facilities. Currently, the GCC ranks
25th globally out of 141 in the level of cluster development in
terms of geographic concentrations of companies, suppliers,
producers of related products and services, and specialized
institutions in a specific field. Out of all the GCC states, the UAE
has the highest position enjoying 9th global rank and is in the
same group as Singapore, Taiwan, Germany, Netherlands and
Switzerland. Saudi Arabia is not far from the UAE in its position
globally and is ranked 14th, followed by Qatar ranked 17th.
These countries have well developed petrochemicals clusters
and are in the process of developing downstream industrial
parks. Among those parks in Saudi Arabia are Sadara’s
PlasChem and PetroRabigh’s PlusTech. They are developed
adjacent to the main production centres, like Jubail and Rabigh.
Downstream producers can benefit from obtaining vital inputs
from petrochemical plants, minimize feedstock inventory and
transportation costs, as well as utilities at competitive rates. In
2008, the Saudi government also launched a National Industrial
Clusters Development Program to provide support to export
oriented industries, including automotive, aerospace, building
materials and others. These initiatives directly or indirectly
support the creation of the plastic conversion industry in the
country.

In the UAE, Kizad launched the Kizad Polymers Park as a base
for plastic manufacturing in the GCC targeting up to 80 new
polymer converters by 2025. The park is targeting to attract
local, regional and international investors, as well as other
players in the plastic conversion value chain like technical
support, testing labs, machine and mould makers, distribution
and logistics companies.
In Qatar, the current industrial sector is developed within Ras
Laffan, Mesaieed and Dukhan industrial cities. While Qatar
is still prioritizing the development of its hydrocarbon fields,
it is also branching out into new areas such as downstream
industries, including plastic conversion.
Like other GCC states, Oman is also investing heavily to
facilitate the development of a diversified economy, and
manufacturing has been outlined as one of the pillars of the
diversification strategy. In addition to attracting investments, the
government is developing industrial zones. There are special
industrial parks in Duqm, Sohar and Salalah. Additionally, a
China-Oman Industrial Park within the Al Duqm SEZ is under
development with an aim to boost investment from China as
part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Additionally, the Omani
authorities are establishing a new cluster at Sohar Industrial
City to attract downstream investments in plastics in order to
capitalize on the new polymer capacity that OQ is bringing
through the Liwa Plastic Industries Complex (LPIC).
In Bahrain, there are plans to establish an industrial cluster for
high value-added manufacturing, leveraging geographical and
regulatory advantages.

Figure 23: Locations of GCC industrial clusters for the plastic conversion industry
Kuwait:
Al Naayem, Sabbah &
Al Shadadiyah Industrial Zones

Bahrain:
Bahrain International
Investment Park (BIIP)
Qatar:
Mesaieed, Duqm &
Ras Laffan Industrial Zones

UAE:
Kizad Polymers Park

Saudi Arabia:
PlusTech, PlasChem
Industrial Park

Oman:
Sohar Port and Free Zone
Duqm Special Economic Zone (DSEZ)
Salalah Port and Salalah Free Zone

Source: GPCA research, 2020
Note: Locations indicate the country, not physical location of the industrial park
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Enabler 7: Investment in R&D and innovation

As part of this strategy, Bahrain established a Bahrain
International Investment Park (BIIP) in 2005 to attract
investments in manufacturing and industrial projects, including
plastic conversion.

Innovation and investment in R&D are critically important for
downstream industry development. There is no data about
R&D investment by the plastic converters in the region. We can
only draw parallels with the R&D performance in the chemical
industry. In the chemical industry, GCC countries lag behind
North America, Europe and Asia. In 2018, chemical companies
in the GCC spent around USD 438 million on R&D, remaining
on a similar level to 2017. R&D intensity (measured as a share
of R&D investment in revenue) in the GCC chemical industry is
almost at record low levels. In 2018, it dropped to 0.5%, twice
lower than in the record year of 2015. GCC countries typically
have low R&D expenditures in absolute terms and as a share of

In Kuwait, non-petroleum production is limited and therefore
requires more effort and deeper regulatory reform to stimulate
industrial investment. Kuwait ranks the lowest in its cluster
development level with a 48th global position. The government
is still making several efforts to improve its position, including
the allocation of land for industrial parks. These industrial parks
include Al Naayem, Sabbah and Al Shadadiyah launched
between 2016 and 2017.

Figure 24: State of cluster development by country: GCC position globally
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Figure 25: GCC R&D investment (USD million); 2010-2018
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GDP. Despite government policies and incentives, the average
share of R&D expenditure in GDP has only been 0.45% in
recent years. Corporate R&D by companies in the chemical
industry is only slightly above this trend.
Innovation traditionally has been a key competitive advantage in
the plastic conversion industry. Converters work with customers
to offer attractive products and solutions and leverage
customer relationships. In the GCC, converters need to engage
in joint innovation with suppliers, in materials and processing
technology, in order to develop new unique products and
solutions. Recent examples of R&D and innovation efforts
in the plastic conversion industry include SABIC’s Home of
Innovation and Plastic Applications Development Centre
(SPADC). SABIC’s Home of Innovation was launched in 2016
and is aimed at developing downstream businesses in Saudi
Arabia. The initiative supports SABIC’s 2025 strategy by
generating business to promote local downstream industry
growth. The Plastic Applications Development Centre (SPADC)
was established in 2013 to develop new products and solutions
for automotive, packaging, consumer, construction and
compounding. Other examples include the Borouge Innovation
Centre, Sipchem Innovation Centre and Tasnee NIPRAS
Centre.

associated with a wide range of industrial producers such as
component manufacturers, product engineers and assemblers.
The plastic conversion industry can play an important role
in OEM manufacturing success in the region by providing
important inputs in the form of plastic materials. Additionally,
as premium OEM manufacturers will start establishing in the
region, we may see the changes in industrial ecosystems such
as improvements in efficiency and setting up new levels of
standards.
Over the recent years, we have witnessed a wave of automotive
OEMs entering the GCC region. Carmakers such as Toyota,
GM and Mercedes-Benz are investing or planning to invest
in local assembly. Some of the most recent examples of
OEMs in the region are Karwa Motors establishing bus
assembly in Oman, Bosch expanding its presence in Saudi
Arabia, Saudi Arabian National Tire Company (NTC) building
a tire manufacturing plant in Saudi Arabia, and ARM (Japan)
establishing an electric car factory in Qatar. There is also Isuzu
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
Further, Strata in Al Ain (Mubadala company) manufactures
parts for Airbus and Boeing in addition to many pharma and
biotech companies in the region that produce PPE, medical
devices, etc.

Enabler 8: Original Equipment
Manufacturers (OEMs)
The GCC plastic conversion industry can benefit from original
equipment manufacturers (OEMs) establishing their presence
and manufacturing facilities in the GCC. OEMs are now

Figure 26: Benefits the plastic conversion industry to OEM components manufacturers
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Source: GPCA research, 2020
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Circular economy in the plastics industry
The plastics industry plays a crucial role in supporting
sustainability and the circular economy concept in various
sectors. Some of the most important contributions are in
the transport, construction and food industries. Light weight
vehicles make the transport sector more fuel efficient and
reduce greenhouse emissions, high performance and longlasting insulation products help save energy in the construction
sector and plastic packaging ensures food safety and reduces
food waste.
Closing the circular economy loop in plastics can boost industry
competitiveness and address climate change issues. In the
context of plastics production and conversion, this means
that plastics never become waste. Therefore, re-entering the
system as valuable elements and feedstock for other products.
With that, plastic leakage into the natural ecosystem can be
controlled and less fossil feedstocks will be utilized in the
production process.

While the circular economy is still at a nascent stage, in many
developed economies from which it originated, significant
opportunities exist to adopt a more circular approach in
the Arabia Gulf region. A move to a more circular approach
can retain and increase value creation. It can also reduce
our dependence on scarce natural resources and achieve
alignment with the GCC national visions of sustainable longterm growth (economic).
It can further play a key role in job creation, while improving the
standard and quality of life and encouraging positive behavioral
change and a sense pf responsibility within the community
(social). It can also decrease waste generation, cut greenhouse
gas emissions, and prevent waste leakage into marine and
desert environments (environmental). The graph below
illustrates how design innovation is rethinking product and
supply chain design. A circular economy will help producers
rethink the way they design their plastics. Depending on their
resource recovery, products in early stages of production will be
designed for reusability, recyclability, and recovery.

Figure 27: Circular Economy in the plastics value chain
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Figure 28: Circular Economy design innovation

Source: GPCA

The GCC chemical industry accelerated the circular economy
drive during 2020. Many GCC companies are already adopting
circular innovation strategies to ensure the production of more
sustainable materials and that manufacturers have access to
them.

TRUCIRCLE™ - SABIC:
SABIC’s TRUCIRCLE™ portfolio and services showcases the
organization’s circular innovations. SABIC wants to provide
manufacturers with access to more sustainable materials.

In so doing, they can give the end-consumer more confidence
about buying products with the knowledge that the material can
be recycled and repurposed, or that it has been produced in a
way that can help protect natural resources.
SABIC’s ground-breaking TRUCIRCLE™ solutions encompass
the company’s circular materials and technologies including
certified circular polymers from the chemical recycling of mixed
plastic waste; certified bio-based renewable polymers; new
polycarbonate (PC) based on verified renewable feedstock; and
mechanical recycled polymers.

Figure 29: SABIC’S TRUCIRCLE™ portfolio and services
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Carbon Capture program expansion –
ADNOC:
ADNOC is building on its position as one of the least carbonintensive oil and gas producers in the world by significantly
expanding its CCUS program through utilizing innovative and
cost-effective solutions that make economic sense. It will also
enable the company to maximize value from its hydrocarbon
reserves through enhanced oil recovery (EOR), liberating the
cleaner-burning natural gas to cater for growing demand.

Equipolymers (EQP) Viridis 30 – EQUATE:
EQUATE achieved a global product innovation with the
launch of Virdis 20, a food-grade polyethylene terephthalate
(PET) manufactured with 30% chemically recycled PET as a
feedstock. Viridis 30 reflects EQUATE Group’s alignment with
the European Commission’s Strategy for plastics in a circular
economy. The strategy aims to transform the way plastic
products are designed, used, produced and recycled in the
European Union.
Viridis 30 is a strong example of EQUATE’s commitment to
innovation and continuous drive to shrink its carbon footprint.
The company believes that designing more and better quality
recyclates will not only help close the loop in the circular
economy, but deliver value for a more competitive, resilient
plastic industry.

Food Grade Polyethylene Terephthalate
(PET) Recycled Plant – KIZAD, Veolia,
Alliances for Global Sustainability
The recycling plant will boost Abu Dhabi’s circular economy
while providing innovative solutions to the global sustainability
sector. The project will fully integrate Abu Dhabi and the UAE’s
ambitious waste management strategy, which aims to divert
waste from landfill, enhance recycling, and promote a circular
economy. To close the loop, the new recycling plant will be
located in Khalifa Industrial Zone Abu Dhabi, KIZAD.

The Bornewables – Borealis:
Borealis is embracing circularity with its new Bornewables
portfolio. The Bornewables are Borealis’s new portfolio for
circular polyolefin products. Manufactured with renewable
feedstocks, these premium polyolefins offer the same material
performance as virgin polyolefins and are yet decoupled from
fossil-based feedstock. These innovative products may be
used in a wide range of applications in various industries. They
are made of renewable-sourced feedstock derived solely from
waste and residue streams. From a sustainability perspective,
re-using waste to manufacture renewable feedstocks further
enhances Bornewables appeal.

Figure 30: Solutions design for recycling
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Resource Efficiency Circular Economy –
Solvay:
Solvay’s mission is to act as an enabler for the circularity of
customers and decoupling the use of virgin materials from
business growth. Solvay is rethinking with stakeholders the
way they make and use materials and products to preserve the
planet.
The company says it is rethinking and developing a business
model to disconnect growth from the use of finite resources.
To achieve this, it is working with peers, customers and
associations to rethink collaboratively the way we make and
use materials and products.
Solvay has a substantial and diversified technology portfolio
and supplies most other industries globally with advanced
materials and specialty chemicals. They are building value to
the circularity of their customers in 4 major ways:
1. Bringing new functionalities: convert waste from Solvay’s
strategic markets into value-adding raw materials
2. Enhancing technologies: create value by increasing
the quality of the recycled material through an improved
process
3. Eco-design: develop new products to be circular by design
4. Service business models and market education
Isabelle Gubelmann-Bonneau, Head of Circular Economy
at Solvay highlighted how circular economy is reconnecting
business, society and the planet where Solvay’s team along
with customers co-construct new circular products or solutions.

Strategies for adoption of circular
economy
With a focus on circular economy, up to 95% of plastics
material value can be saved along its life cycle. However, the
transition into circular economy will not happen overnight and
requires time.
This transition will require not only the design of new products
that make it easier to reuse and recycle but also new business
models and service offerings.

Strategy 1: Redesign and innovate
The environmental impact of a plastic product is determined
mostly in the design phase. Currently, there is a big variety of
single use products and if they do not fall under single use, they
break down too quickly and are difficult to be repaired. WEF
estimates that at least 30% of plastic products are not recycled
because of design issues. In fact, there is no stimulus for plastic
converters to produce products that stand the test of circularity.
Currently, all circular product initiatives are run by companies on
volunteer basis as part of their sustainability strategies.
In the plastic conversion industry, the redesigning of products
means ensuring that they are better suited for end of life in
the circular economy model. This includes the adoption of the
Life Cycle Assessments (LCA) in order to analyze the potential
environmental impacts associated with the product and
working with the supply chain to rationalize material formats to
make sure more plastic products are easily recycled.

Figure 31: Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) in plastics industry

Manufacturing

Storage

Resources

Retail

Recycling

Use

Source: GPCA Research
34

www.gpca.org.ae

The Plastic Conversion Opportunity in
the GCC: Moulding a Sustainable Future
Towards a plastics circular economy

Given the wide variety of plastic products produced by the
conversion industry, it is unlikely to have a solution that fits all of
them. Each product needs to be looked at individually in order
to understand its redesign and innovation potential. Innovation
and new technologies should be explored but not relied on as
a single solution. Rather, they need to be investigated as part
of a broad range of redesign and innovation activities (which
are individual for each product group) with an understanding
of the broader impact of each innovation on the entire industry
and value chain. WEF identified some of the priority areas for
the plastic conversion industry in redesigning their products.
They include: fundamentally redesigning packaging and
avoiding small packaging formats (lids, caps, sachets and other
items smaller than 40 to 70mm) where possible, intensifying
research and innovation in creating recyclable alternatives
for plastic products, and exploring technologies allowing to
process currently unrecyclable plastic products into new plastic
feedstock.

Strategy 2: Promote reuse
The concept of reuse is increasingly discussed, especially in
the context of the circular economy. WEF estimates that at
least in 20% of plastic products the life of the product could be
extended with efficient reuse. Depending on the product, the
use phase of plastic products and products containing plastics
ranges from one year to over 50 years and may take a long

time before becoming waste.
For the plastic conversion industry, unlocking and stimulating
the concept of reuse could be done with new business models.
This includes the establishment of partnerships involving
plastic converters and original equipment manufacturers
(OEMs) and focusing on developing products and solutions
that could be reused as they are. WEF estimates that the reuse
of carrier bags could replace over 300 billion single use bags
and generate about 0.9 million tons of material savings each
year. In other product segments, a reusable model applied on
beauty, personal care and home cleaning bottles would amount
to about 3 million tons or at least USD 8 billion packaging
cost savings. On business to business operations, large rigid
packaging items (pallets, crates, foldable boxes and others)
have a high potential for reuse. They are made from sufficiently
good material to be reused about 20 to 100 times depending
on the application and can be recycled afterwards. Similarly,
in the shipping industry, there is a significant amount of plastic
pallet wraps used to secure products on the pallet during
transportation. Reusable solutions for pallet wraps can lead to
saving of 5 to 6 million tons of currently wasted single use wrap.

Figure 32: Selected plastic products reuse opportunities
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Figure 33: Duration of use phase for selected plastics products
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To add to the discussion of reuse promotion, we need to
highlight that today’s consumers prefer shared access to the
service over owning the product. This consumption model is
reinventing traditional market behavior. Consumers are moving
from a simple product consumption through ownership to
product consumption through rent, lend, or swap of products.
This maximizes the utility of the product. For the plastics
industry, this concept provides an opportunity to increase
resource productivity through reuse, proper utilization at the
end of use cycle and better track of products, components and
materials.

Strategy 3: Support recycling
Recycling of plastic products is becoming a necessity, as
there is an increasing scarcity of raw materials and mounting
environmental impact of landfills. While recycling rates in many
parts of the world are improving, they are still in a fragile state.
Only 14% of plastic products is collected and recycled globally
due to structural problems such as collection, sorting and
processing of recyclable plastic. In the current plastics value
chain, it is hard for plastic converters to influence the system of
collection and sorting for recycling. What is realistic for plastic
converters to do is to improve the design of plastic products
to positively impact the economics of collection, sorting and
recycling. The choice of materials, colors, formats and other
design factors that plastic converters make will determine
whether the product will be recycled or not.
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Among all the factors, the most influential aspect for recycling
economics is the choice of format design. Examples are design
choices related to labels, valves, attachments and the form and
shape of the product. Plastic converters can work on improving
the format design for better recyclability. These improvements
could lead to an economic benefit of about 50% of plastic
products collected.
The second most influential factor for recycling economics
is the choice of polymers used. Some polymers hinder the
recycling process of the final product. For example, replacing
PVC in packaging applications would remove a source of
contamination in the PET recycling process, and therefore
improve the yield and price of the recycled PET. Understanding
polymer recyclability in various plastic applications would
improve recycling and is estimated to contribute about 30% of
value of the plastics collected for recycling.
The next important factor which reduces the value of recycled
material is the type of pigments used in coloring plastic
products. It is estimated that up to 15% of the value of recycled
material is lost because of specific pigments used. Plastic
converters could move to greater shares of plastic products of
clear or light-colored materials. This would improve the after
use of these plastic products.
In addition to all the factors mentioned above, there are
examples when certain additives used in plastic products have
a negative impact on recycling. The estimated impact on the
value of recycled material from additives is close to 7%.

www.gpca.org.ae

The Plastic Conversion Opportunity in
the GCC: Moulding a Sustainable Future
Towards a plastics circular economy

Figure 34: Economic value created by plastic products design (share of value per ton of plastic collected)
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In addition to the mentioned above factors, recycling rates can
be improved with improvements in waste sorting. Concerns
over the quality of collection and waste separation is something
that affects the entire recycling sector. More than half of all
post-consumer plastic waste is collected via different mixed
waste collection schemes. At present, there is no direct
influence from plastic converters on waste sorting mechanisms.
To sum up, accelerating recycling rates is possible and presents
an opportunity for the plastic conversion industry to evolve with
the recycling process in mind. However, the changes require
close collaboration between converters and recyclers. With
such collaboration, plastic converters could understand the
further potential of design improvements.

Obstacles in adoption of circular economy
Like any big transformation, adoption of the circular economy
concept in the plastics industry is easier said than done. While
we are at the beginning of the journey, we must be aware that
the journey is more crucial and more difficult than we could
have imagined. Business, government and people need to
be actively engaged in this journey with their ideas, products,
business models and investments. There are many current and
future challenges as the transformation process continues to
evolve. In this chapter we outline the most prevailing obstacles
of adopting a circular economy in the plastics industry in the
current time.

www.gpca.org.ae

Obstacle 1: Being locked in the linear
economy
Plastics production is still very much a linear business model.
Plastics producers are not directly, commercially confronted
with the after-use processing challenges of the ultimate product
made from their products. Multiple intermediate players are
involved in product design, conversion, distribution and use of
plastics as products before they reach after-use reprocessing.
After-use plastics collection and re-processing, has been of little
business concern to plastics producers and converters. WEF
reports that material recycling (all materials) recovered only 5%
of the original raw material value; however, 95% of the original
raw material value is lost in the value chain. Even in the most
successful recyclable materials such as steel, PET and paper –
the loss of material value reaches 30-70% during the first use.

Obstacle 2: Inadequate knowledge about
circular economy
While awareness about the circular economy in the plastics
industry is rising, the value chain still faces a lack of technical
skills. Still at a nascent stage, most of the industry initiatives
to achieve circular objectives are standalone. Businesses,
governments and civil society are taking small steps to drive
circularity.
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Obstacle 3: High investment requirements
In order to establish circular economy models, businesses and
governments will need to invest in supporting infrastructure,
R&D and other compliance processes. High capital intensity
of plastics production creates a major barrier to innovate
new materials and technologies. Therefore, R&D, innovation
and commercialization happen mainly in large corporations.
Additionally, commercialization of new materials and
technologies is a decade long process with high risk. Accenture
estimates that if the chemical industry (including the plastics
industry) invests 20% of its capital spending into circular
economy projects, it will take between 35 to 60 years to build a
circular loop. Additionally, infrastructure investments required for
a circular economy are too large for the private sector to handle
and therefore require active involvement of the government.

Obstacle 4: Lack of collaboration between
stakeholders
Products go through multiple stakeholders in the plastics value
chain; therefore, the development of a circular economy will
require collaboration between all of them. In addition to the
companies directly involved in the production and utilization of
plastic products, it is also important to involve governments,
end-use consumers and academia. This big list of value
network partners makes it challenging to develop a truly
collaborative system that can help build products and business
models favorable to a circular economy. This collaboration
is even more challenging in the plastics industry as products
usually move through the value chain quite quickly. However,
herein lies the key opportunity to break barriers, especially in
the pre-competition stage.

Obstacle 5: Uncompetitive recycled plastics
market
Recycling is one of the main principles of a circular economy.
However, lack of quality, competitive pricing, especially in a
low crude oil price environment, and regulations (or a lack of
it) make it difficult for recycled plastics to compete with virgin
material. The current mix and contamination levels of collected
plastics going to recycling means that the recycled polymer is
destined for downcycled products, thus losing value in every
iteration. Currently, there are not many solutions which would
incorporate recycled content into high quality applications,
such as food packaging. Additionally, the prices of recycled
polymers are often higher than virgin material and therefore the
adoption of recycled products among converters is low, driven
by customer demand. For example, in Europe where recycling
is more advanced compared to other parts of the world, only
13% of the total plastics volume collected for recycling reaches
converters. Another challenge is that recycled plastics are
more generic than the highly specialized virgin material, which
decreases the demand for recycled polymers.
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Mechanical recycling remains the main and most widely used
method of recycling, however, investments and collaboration in
R&D to develop more advanced recycling methods, including
chemical recycling technologies, is under way that can produce
higher value products and polymers that are of comparable
quality to virgin polymers.

Obstacle 6: High cost of products produced
in a circular economy model
The most circular or sustainable products may not be the
most cost-efficient from a commercial (pricing) point of view.
Even a well-established brand may find it difficult to convince
customers of their circular economy ambitions when the
products produced as per the circular system are more
expensive.
However, research is showing that consumers are ready for the
transition.

Obstacle 7: Unfavorable regulation
Currently, there is a lack of consistent regulatory frameworks to
support circular economy, a lack of targets beyond the waste
collection and recycling targets, and no policy support to help
establish new circular business models.

Obstacle 8: Complex international supply
chain of plastics industry
The internationalization of plastic products manufacturing
creates additional challenges for effective tracking, collection,
sorting and recycling of plastic products in different markets.
New complex materials developed by polymer manufactures
allow differentiation and improved properties for the benefits
of users. Often polymer producers are in one part of the
world, plastic processors in a second and end users in a third.
This makes it hard for the consumers to understand plastic
products, which affects the disposal, collection, sorting and
recycling.

Opportunities in a circular economy
While challenges to make the circular economy a reality in
the GCC region hinder its progress, opportunities to adopt
it make it even more promising. GPCA has identified three
key opportunities for adopting the business model in the
Arabian Gulf. As part of the shift to a more circular business
model, the industry would need to enhance the sustainability
of products and applications throughout their lifecycle. To
make the circular economy a reality, the industry would need
to establish a multi-stakeholder approach to plastic waste
reduction and management through collaboration, innovation,
regulations, and consumer education. Further integrating the
GCC petrochemicals and chemicals value chain to create and
economically sustain a market for recycled materials is also a
part of the vision to achieving a circular economy.
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Opportunity 1: Establishing a multistakeholder approach
The journey towards a circular economy requires collaborative
problem-solving, engagement and partnerships across
all stakeholders, not just traditional ones. Timely data and
information on the role of stakeholders has been widely
recognized as a missing link for stakeholders across the waste
value chain especially in developing economies. For a circular
economy to thrive, the availability of data and information is
essential. Such data and information are also essential for
policy and research purposes to improve the efficiency of
resource use in an economy.
Multi-stakeholder platforms that can facilitate access to data
and exchanges between key actors are needed to stimulate
and facilitate collaborations and the creation of efficient
value chains to optimize the use of secondary material in
the economy. Through the availability of such platforms, for
example, informal waste collectors who play a critical role in
material collection can have the opportunity to be recognized
and to be mainstreamed in strategies and material flow by
being better connected with recyclers. In the same way, such
platforms can connect researchers to start-ups and policy
makers so as to fast-track the pathways from solutions in the
lab and in local communities to new policies, standards and
functioning products and approaches. Platforms can also
provide a space for engaging citizens to reduce, reuse and
recycle.

Opportunity 2: Enhancing the sustainability
of products and applications
The chemical industry plays an essential role in thousands of
products and technologies the world is using every day. With
the increasing attention on sustainability, the chemical industry
needs to ensure both new chemicals and their applications,
and those already in production, are more sustainable.
When developing new products, chemical companies must be
informed about emerging legislative and social trends related
to sustainability to identify products that are most likely to be
successful in the long-term.
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While working in collaboration with end user industries and
customers, chemical companies can deliver true benefits in
terms of meeting sustainability goals not only within the industry
but at the application side as well.
One of the great examples is the construction sector which
triggered many sustainability related innovation opportunities in
the chemical industry.
The demand for resource efficient building materials creates
opportunities for materials producers. At the same time, there
is increasing focus on human exposure to chemicals through
the environment, consumer products and indoor air. This can
be expected to initiate further pressures on what chemicals are
used in buildings.
One of the strengths of the building sector is its potential to
establish closed loop supply chains where waste can be reused
and recycled. A good example of a scheme that works and
delivers long-term sustainability for all is the recycling scheme
established for PVC window frames.
These types of new trends should be borne in mind when
assessing product sustainability profiles. They will impact on
both the short-term and long-term saleability of products.

Opportunity 3: Adopt Life Cycle Approach
With adoption of Life Cycle Approach, chemical companies
will be able to support end user industries in the most efficient
way with minimum burden placed on the environment. This
applies not only to products of the industry itself, but the
entire product life cycle and includes raw material sourcing,
manufacture, packaging, transport and distribution, retail, use
and then post-use recovery or disposal. The main benefit of this
approach is prevention of shifting the burden to other sectors.
It ensures that all aspects of a product or service’s life cycle are
considered to generate an optimum solution. A further benefit
is that, by linking all impacts to the service provided by the
product, it helps optimize service delivery and improve resource
efficiency.
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As the plastics industry moves into a circular economy,
players need to be aware of several important implications. A
circular economy will require a new anti-structure far beyond
what is available today. It will open new business models and
opportunities, and shift demand to different products. As this
starts to happen, companies will need to explore ways to
collaborate more closely with stakeholders in the entire value
chain, such as polymer producers, plastic converters, OEMs
and recycling companies. A circular economy will happen only if
it is economically feasible for stakeholders throughout the value
chain.

The industry is not operating in isolation and its ambitions of
a circular economy will have implications on and should be
supported by government and society. From a government
perspective, the authorities could support infrastructure
investments which are too large for the private sector,
invest in the research and development of circular economy
technologies, and support policies that encourage recycling
and recovery of raw materials and improve the durability and
performance of products. There is also a scope to formulate
policies to support new business models, which help
companies move towards a circular economy.

Plastic converters directly or indirectly supply goods to
consumers. Regardless of how well designed a product is
in terms of circularity, it will not contribute to the process of
circular economy adoption if people do not purchase it. We
do not have enough evidence to suggest that consumers
place enough significance to products that are well suited for
the circular economy concept. As of now, products will need
to meet their needs in terms of cost, quality and other factors
(depending on the product). Taking this into consideration, the
plastic conversion industry and its end use industries will not be
able to suddenly switch to a circular economy model across the
board, as it will take time.

Moving towards a circular economy will not happen overnight
and the transformation will take time. However, the plastics
industry can always rely on its proven record as a solution
provider to global challenges, to innovate, solve problems and
create new opportunities. Therefore, plastics and the plastics
industry will be an important enabler for making progress
towards achieving a circular economy not only at the industry
level, but in the broader economy.
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The Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) represents the downstream hydrocarbon industry in the Arabian
Gulf. Established in 2006, the association voices the common interests of more than 250 member companies from the
chemical and allied industries, accounting for over 95% of chemical output in the Gulf region. The industry makes up the
second largest manufacturing sector in the region, producing over US$ 108 billion worth of products a year.
The association supports the region’s petrochemical and chemical industry through advocacy, networking and thought
leadership initiatives that help member companies to connect, to share and advance knowledge, to contribute to international
dialogue, and to become prime influencers in shaping the future of the global petrochemicals industry.
Committed to providing a regional platform for stakeholders from across the industry, the GPCA manages six working
committees - Plastics, Supply Chain, Fertilizers, International Trade, Research and Innovation, and Responsible Care - and
organizes five world-class events each year. The association also publishes an annual report, regular newsletters and reports.
For more information, please visit www.gpca.org.ae
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