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Abstract

Olefins and aromatics are the basic building blocks for
most of the petrochemical industry. The most
commercially important olefins are ethylene, propylene
and butadiene. Olefins are mainly produced by steam
cracking hydrocarbon feedstocks, with additional
production from oil refinery upgrading processes and by
catalytic dehydrogenation of paraffins. Higher prices for
conventional petrochemical feedstocks have driven
technology development to exploit alternatives such as
coal and methane. The first two plants producing
propylene from coal via methanol have recently started
in China.

Ethylene consumption growth fell substantially short of
expectations in 2012, reaching only 0.8%. The main
reason was the deepening economic downturn in China,
which is in part due to the continuing lack of recovery in
Western export markets. Demand fell further in both
Western Europe and the United States, despite earlier
hopes of a slight recovery in 2012. The outlook for
2013 is for limited improvement.

Following a surge in ethylene capacity development in
the Middle East which saw 12 new steam crackers
enter production over 2008-2011, the focus has now
shifted to North America and Asia. The transformation
in the U.S. market has been dramatic. With several
plants threatened with closure as recently 2009, the
rapid development of shale gas has provided rapidly
growing supply of ethane and other NGLS which have
been priced attractively in order to displace heavier
cracker feeds.

Propylene’s status as a co-product of ethylene
production and refinery operations has frequently put
propylene supply out of step with demand. The
expansion of PDH and MTO/MTP capacity should
however provide a capacity base better able to match
the fluctuations in demand. The major supply
development globally is the surge in propylene
production in China from methanol and PDH.

Global butadiene production between 2010 and 2012
was affected by high naphtha prices, the shortage of
mixed C4, and the recovery of the tyre and automotive
industry. At the same time, global butadiene capacity
during this period increased by over 650 000 tons,
largely in Asia.
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