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FreeFlow’s aim is to share inFormation and market 
intelligence to help our customers in the mma industry 
grow and prosper.
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Following on From the success oF lucite international’s (li) First alpha technology 
plant in singapore, which is about to complete its third year oF Full-scale mma 
production, the company now announces news about alpha 2. FreeFlow hears 
From geoFF muir, li’s alpha 2 senior project director and steve byrne, alpha 2 
commercial manager on this exciting next step in the evolution oF alpha.

On the 9 June 2011, Lucite International’s 
(LI) parent company, Mitsubishi Rayon 
Co., Ltd (MRC) and Saudi Basic Industries 
Corporation (SABIC) announced their 
intentions  to form a strategic partnership and 
joint venture company seeking to invest in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s (KSA) first ever 
MMA and PMMA assets. 

The partnership not only enhances LI 
and MRC’s leadership position in MMA 
and SABIC’s desire to broaden its speciality 
product portfolio, but also satisfies the 
Saudi Arabian government’s objective of 
diversifying its chemical industry to create 
opportunities in downstream industries such 
as construction, automotive, electronics, 

medical technologies and appliances.
LI’s proprietary and award winning Alpha 

technology is the technology of choice for 
the largest MMA plant ever to be built and 
marks the next exciting stage in Alpha’s 
evolution. The new plant will have a capacity 
of 250kte.

The design of this second Alpha plant 
will benefit from three years of operational 
learning in Singapore and will encompass 
energy saving technology to further enhance 
the environmental credentials of Alpha. 

Combining economies of scale, energy 
efficiency and access to Saudi Arabia’s 
low cost feedstocks provides a further 
and significant step change in economics. 

Securing a very competitive supply base in 
the Middle East through this investment 
will further underpin our long-term supply 
commitments and strengthen our global 
supply chain efficiency for our customers.

As owner of the former GE Plastics, 
SABIC not only brings key raw materials to 
the venture but also local expertise, local 
facilities and is a major innovator in the field 
of thermoplastic polymers, co-polymers and 
compounds. 

The road to delivery of this exciting project 
is well travelled by the joint venture partners 
and will be supported by Lucite International 
as licensor and expert in the technology every 
step of the way as the project progresses 
through detailed design and construction. 

The project team is now focused on 
delivery of the plant and is moving rapidly 
towards the FEED (front end engineering 
design) stage and has recently confirmed 
the appointment of engineering design 
contractors Tecnicas Reunidas of Madrid, 
who have considerable experience in Saudi 
Arabia. 

This project by no means completes the 
evolution of Alpha technology with ongoing 
research and development demonstrating 
even greater promise for it. Couple this with 
the dynamic versatility, design and innovation 
so prevalent throughout the acrylics industry 
and together we can be confident of a bright 
future.  
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new alpha mma production Facility 
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Images: [Map] Alpha 2 will be situated on the 
east coast of Saudi Arabia at Ibn Sina, a site 
located at the industrial city of Al-Jubail.
[1] Medina, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), 
pilgrims walk outside Masjid Nabawi after 
noon prayer (photo by Ahmad Faizal Yahya). 



CURRENT 
Demand for MMA during the first half of 
2011 was almost 10% higher than for the 
same period in 2010. This was due to a 
surge in demand for the manufacture of 
cast and extruded acrylic sheet and another 
strong season for the coatings industry, 
where manufacturers were observed to 
ramp up production early in Q1 to avoid a 
repeat of the stock-outs that occurred last 
year. Demand in the Americas followed a 
similar trend to Europe and Asia continued 
to demonstrate its generally strong level of 
demand until mid Q2.

High demand in Europe had therefore been 
sustained for a period of over 12 months  
and at a time when with the industry had 
not had the opportunity to fully recover 
its inventory levels from the unplanned 
production outages in 2010. Availability of 
MMA has remained very tight in the EAME 
region all year despite the local production 
assets performing well. Indeed Lucite 
International’s (LI) Cassel works in the UK 
has achieved its highest ever performance 
levels over these last 12 months. 

The market balance should be better in  
the second half of the year. There are 
some major MMA plant outages scheduled, 
but these will be compensated for by 
the combination of a more realistic and 
sustainable level of demand and improved 
availability of imports. 

BEHIND THE TRENDS
Demand in Europe has been fuelled largely 
by the confidence gained from the many 
successful business performances achieved 
in 2010. In many instances this has been 
assisted by Eurozone manufacturers being 
well placed to export their  goods to an Asian 
economy that, until recently, had not really 
faltered in its continuous, and strong growth. 

However, expiry of the various government 
stimulus packages around the world, and, 
in particular, the impact of the actions of 
the Chinese government to slow the growth 
of their economy have had a noticeable 
effect. This has also brought the realisation 
that some of the fundamentals required for 
sustainable growth had not actually been 
present, which has had a significant impact 
on confidence. 

Unsurprisingly the methacrylates market has 
also been affected. Demand for pMMA in 
Asia has slowed through Q2 and Q3 and the 
supply/demand balance there has altered, 
freeing-up some product for export. 

Manufacturers had tolerated rather than 
accepted the rapid and continuous escalation 
of oil price since Q1 2010 and the impact 
that it has had on the prices of major 
petrochemical commodities. However at the 
time of writing, the oil price is fluctuating 
below it’s recent high and with the outlook 
being more cautious, there is clearly a 
trend to reduce inventory levels in the 
chain to avoid a repeat of Q4 2008 in case 
commodity prices plummet.   

There has been no significant new MMA 
capacity brought to the market in the last six 
months, and at times the current asset base 
has been stretched to its limits. The start-up 
of MRC’s Thai MMA No. 2 in Q4 2010 and 
the more recent re-start of LI’s Beaumont 
plant in the USA have both continued to go 
very well. 

OUTLOOK
All eyes are now on the major global 
economies and the direction in which 
they will move. The next chapter for the 
methacrylates industry will inevitably be 
a consequence of that. Methacrylates 
have demonstrated themselves to be very 

robust products and, while not immune 
to temporary downturns in demand, the 
impact is dampened compared to other 
petrochemical derivatives due to the wide 
diversity of consumption and use, and 
recovery to healthy demand levels is usually 
swift. There is still a healthy underlying 
level of demand resulting from the use of 
pMMA in flat screen devices and from the 
continuing trend for many coatings and 
resins application areas to move away from 
solvent-based formulations.

Some further new capacity will be added 
towards the end of 2011 in Asia, which will 
help the supply side to meet peak demand. 
After that there is little new capacity to be 
brought on line for a number of years.

LI’s immediate focus is on the successful 
completion of the major overhaul event at 
its Cassel works site in Q4, for which the 
planning is going well.

METHACRYLIC ACID
The MAA market has also been very strong 
globally in the first six months of 2011, and 
this has been particularly true in EAME. 
Unsurprisingly, many of the factors that have 
determined the MMA market have also been 
relevant for MAA, however, there has been 
strong demand for MAA specifically for the 
production of  resins systems for concrete 
additives and for oil modifiers. 

The availability of MAA in Europe has also 
been very tight in the first half of 2011, as 
imports from Asia have not been available 
due to the simultaneous levels of high 
demand there. There will be new MAA 
capacity introduced by MRC during the 
second half of 2011, which is necessary for 
the supply side to be able to keep pace with 
rapidly growing demand.

“DemanD for mma During the first half of 2011 
was almost 10% higher than for the same perioD 
in 2010. this was Due to a surge in DemanD for 
the manufacture of cast anD extruDeD acrylic 
sheet anD another strong season for the 
coatings inDustry, ...”
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taking a closer 
look at the markets

Image: Malcolm Kidd is lI’s Commercial 
Director for Monomers in the eAMe region.  
To access his regular review of the MMA market, 
please visit: www.luciteinternational.com/
freeflowmarket

the mma market

DOWNSTREAM MMA USE IN A MATURE MARKET

35%  Acrylic sheet for glazing, fabrication,  
 signs, lighting and sanitary ware
19%  Moulding/extrusion compounds
 automotive, medical and optical 
20%  Surface coatings, acrylic latex,   
 lacquers and enamels
7%  Emulsion polymers, adhesives 
 and polishes
12%  Impact modifiers and processing aids 
 for rigid PVC window and other  profiles
5%  Mineral filled sheet, Corian 
 (DuPont trade mark)
2%  Other polyesters and 
 transesterification

For those oF us operating in the world oF 
methacrylates, the First halF oF 2011 leFt no-one 
with time to pause For breath. the market seemed 
to continue where it had leFt oFF in 2010, and there 
have been periods where the instantaneous global 
demand For product has stretched the supply side 
to the extent that it has had to operate at near 100% 
occupacity to provide suFFicient product. 

now, in Q3, the global economic environment is 
diFFerent and a number oF grey clouds have appeared 
on the horizon, giving cause For concern as to 
whether the recovery, that appeared to be going so 
well, is able to continue. in particular, many eurozone 
economies are being severely challenged and we are 
starting to see the impact oF these macro economic 
eFFects  on business; our own included.
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sharing thoughts for 2012

perspectives

delivering on this commitment means 
we must continue to develop a deeper 
understanding oF our customers and 
their perspectives. in this issue oF 
FreeFlow we consider three key Questions 
relevant to this point in time. we share 
thoughts and comments From many oF 
our customers, which illustrate both 
common and Quite diFFerent thinking. 
our hope is that this will generate 
worthwhile discussions as we prepare  
to enter a new year.

we asked you:
how is the european Debt crisis 
affecting your business?

You said:
“Risk of late payment and default has grown, 
especially in Eastern Europe.” “Customers 
are more cautious. Sales over the summer 
were lower than expected as customers 
reduce stock levels.” “We have noticed a 
decline in orders – customers are hesitating 
to invest.” “Some customers have held back 
on investing due to uncertainties. Despite 
this, we have invested heavily in R&D, 
logistics and warehousing.”  “The banks are 
the biggest problem – restrictions on loans for 
investment or improved liquidity.”

while others had a different view:
“No local effect; business as usual other 
than possibly lower exports.” “So far, no 
tangible differences, but it takes time for the 
impact to filter through.” “Our products are 
too specialised to be affected significantly 
Generally, we feel very positive.” “We have 
lost some business, but managed to open up 
new opportunities to grow even in bad times. 
Sales have increased but we have had to 
compromise on margin.”

we summarised:
-  The sector is becoming increasingly global 

and competitive.
-  Fewer growth opportunities in countries 

where austerity measures are in place.
-  Non-European markets are now 

experiencing seasonal trends. 
-  Decorative coatings have experienced an 

early seasonal slow down.
-  Niche coatings are selling well and there is 

confidence that this trend will continue.
-  De-stocking of the sheet market is 

following a period of extended lead times. 
-  Security of payment and liquidity are an 

on-going concern.

we asked you:
who or what is helping your business 
to succeeD?

You said:
“Strong relationships with suppliers.” “Good 
quality service to our customers and from 
our suppliers is essential.” “In some cases 
our suppliers have helped us to grow our 
position rather than maintain it during these 
tough times.” “A single-minded focus on 
the same goal.” “New product development 
continues to help widen our reach and spread 
risk.” “Being flexible, able to react quickly 
and passionately about excellent customer 
service.” “Stability of pricing is critically 
important.”

while another commented:
“Suppliers have not helped us because of 
lack of availability of product and high price.”

we summarised:
-  Service excellence continues to deliver 

competitive advantage for some customers. 
-  Security of supply and reliability through 

the supply chain are increasingly important 
in making business partner choices.

-  Closer relations between customers 
and suppliers continue to optimise 
performance.

-  Agility, and the ability to adapt quickly to 
meet the challenges of a volatile market 
are helping small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) to succeed.

-  The ability to re-shape operations in 
response to growing globalisation is 
especially important in the sheet market.

-  Investment in R&D and innovation is 
delivering a strong product pipeline for 
some businesses - especially in niche 
coatings.

we asked you:
what are your biggest challenges  
in 2012?

You said:
“We are confident about 2012 as our main 
turnover comes from growing economies, 
however, the banks must open up credit 
sources more readily.” “There’s good growth 
potential in Russia, particularly if oil and gas 
prices remain high. However, we need to 
watch the price of raw materials.” “There are 
no opportunities to further reduce costs in our 
business. We are expecting more turbulence 
and potential fall in our export markets.” “We 
expect 2012 to grow stronger than in 2011 
– our challenge is to find the right people to 
support growth.” “Key challenge is to secure 
the right supply partners that are flexible, 
willing to operate globally and work with us 
to innovate products and processes.” “We 
must maintain volumes and margins without 
the option to increase prices. We must 
develop routes to market that bring us closer 
to our customers.” 

we summarised:
-  While there are significant areas for 

optimism, the general view is that we are 
entering a period of uncertainty where 
the health of both global and regional 
economies is lowering confidence.

-  Sheet businesses will try to maximise 
the opportunities while adapting to the 
challenges triggered by globalisation. 

-  Companies are aiming to capitalise on 
product and service innovations, which still 
offer exciting growth opportunities.

-  Many will have to navigate a situation 
where growth is limited to fewer markets 
while others struggle with the current 
financial crisis and reduced liquidity.

-  Customers are intent on establishing 
improved availability of plastics and 
monomers to address the pricing of 
some products and to offer squeezed 
downstream customers an opportunity to 
provide their stakeholders with a return on 
their investment - something that has been 
missing on occasions in 2011.

-  There is general concern about the ability 
to secure finance for working capital and 
investment.

it is that time oF year when our thoughts turn to 
the year ahead. developing strategy and tactical 
plans; analysing market shiFts and trying to 
predict how these might aFFect the opportunities 
and challenges we will Face in 2012. it is an 
outlook, which is both exciting and concerning 
For most oF us. at lucite international (li), our 
experience and long-term commitment to the 
methacrylates industry helps us to optimise 
whatever trends materialise, both in terms oF 
our own business and in terms oF supporting our 
customers’ businesses. 
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Customer profile: Rubex
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going For growth 
rubex is a leading plastics manuFacturer based in 
new borg el arab city, an industrial zone close to 
alexandria in egypt. the company was established 
in 1987, and today occupies a 40,000m2 site, where 
it makes plastics and uses mma supplied by lucite 
international (li) to manuFacture acrylic sheet, 
acrylic bathtubs and shower trays. chairman and md 
oF rubex, mr aly ezzat has a strong ambition to build 
on the company’s impressive achievements to-date 
and to open up new markets - particularly in export. 
FreeFlow Finds out more From mr mohamed el kady, 
Finance director and mr emad assad, import and 
export manager. 

FF: where are your acrylic-based products 
sold, and do you see evidence of healthy 
growth in any particular area?
RUBEX: Our main markets are in the 
Middle East, Africa and Europe, however, 
we also export to Asia. Both the Middle 
East and Europe continue to offer good 
growth opportunities year-on-year and we 
are confident that this will continue.

FF: what makes rubex stand out from  
its competitors?
RUBEX: In addition to having some great 
products that our customers want to buy, 
we believe that this comes down to three 
things. First of all, we have always targeted 
the market precisely – this means the right 
product, to the right customers at a fair 
price. Next we pride ourselves as being 
experts at what we do. This means knowing 
our customers and their challenges and 
providing reliable solutions every time. 

Finally, we believe we have built some of 
the best relationships in our industry – our 
customers know and trust that we ‘may be 
out of sight, but we are always available to 
help.’

FF: what challenges are you facing in the 
market place right now?
RUBEX: Certainly the European debt crisis 
and the political unrest in the Middle East 
have affected our sales volumes. This is 
especially the case with Libya and Syria, 
where the situation changes from day to day.

FF: How long have you been working with 
lI, and how do they support your business? 
RUBEX: Our relationship goes back six years 
now and we work very effectively with our 
local agent, Dr Magdy El Agamawy from 
Polytech Egypt. We are able to buy what we 
need on a monthly basis and the high quality 

products supplied by LI have helped us to 
expand our business in Europe where the 
standards for entry are high. 

FF: what about the future; do you have any 
exciting news, products, activities on the 
horizon? 
RUBEX: The simple answer is YES! We have 
a lot going at the moment, and next year 
we will launch new models of bathtubs and 
shower trays, which is always very exciting. 
These new products will be used to appeal 
to both existing and new customers as 
we drive our expansion into new markets. 
Over the past few years, we have exhibited 
at Civesama 2008-2010 in Spain, ISH 
2009–2011 in Germany, SIB Morocco 2010 
and Qatar project 2011. And we intend to 
participate in more fairs in 2012, which will 
help to promote our offer to new customers.

Contact rubex: 
rubex for plastic manufacturing co.
New Borg El Arab City – 3rd industrial zone,
Alexandria, Egypt.

emad assad, import and export manager
T: 002 03 4592125
F: 002 03 4592126
www.rubexegypt.com
export@rubexegypt.com 
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Images: [1] Mr Aly ezzat, Chairman and 
Managing Director. [2] rubex produces a wide 
range of different size and shape bathtubs that 
are ideal for building into today’s bathroom 
spaces. [3] Mr emad Assad, Import and 
export Manager, Dr Magdy el Agamawy from 
Polytech egypt, lI’s local agent, Mohamed el 
Kady, Finance Director at Rubex’s HQ offices.

“... the high quality 
proDucts supplieD by lucite 
international have helpeD 
up to expanD our business in 
europe where the stanDarDs 
for entry are high.”



For many oF us, Futurology is something oF a new 
concept; a novel ‘ology’ dedicated to the systematic 
Forecasting oF what might be – a discipline that 
Focuses our thoughts on potential and opportunity. 
so, why are we introducing a piece on Futurology 
in FReeFlow? The answeR is simply This: as paRT oF 
lucite international’s (li) sustainability strategy 
development work, we’ve been looking to the 
longer-term. we’ve been examining world trends;  
the urbanisation boom, the emergence oF mega-cities, 
hyper-productive and hyper-consumptive centres, 
the strain on resources and what this means to us 
all in the world oF acrylics. we’ve also been asking 
ouRselves The quesTion: wheRe do meThaCRylaTes go 
From here? peter snodgrass, li’s sales director in eame 
shares his thoughts.

Global demand for MMA has grown from 
0.8mtes in 1980 to around 3.0mtes/annum 
today. Increasing globalisation, the pace of 
technology advancement, climate change 
and the need to reduce energy consumption 
continue to be key drivers for this strong 
growth. And it is the unique and inherent 
performance characteristics of methacrylates 
that make them ideal for solutions in our 
fast developing world. Excellent optical 
transmission and clarity, exceptional 
durability, UV resistance and weatherability 
together with design flexibility, aesthetic 
potential and infinite colours and effects 
mean that methacrylate-based products 
provide huge potential for use in all kinds of 
things that enhance modern day living. 

Globalisation of the world’s economies and 
especially the effect of China’s membership 
of the World Trade Organisation in 2001 
continue to boost global wealth. Since 1980 
the world’s income has doubled, distributing 
wealth further among the population and 
providing people with access to higher value 

goods, which are made using MMA (car 
components, technology screens, baths, 
contemporary work surfaces, paints,  
furniture and much more). 

Today, Asia consumes more than 50% 
of the world’s MMA. Advancements in 
technology have delivered phenomenal 
growth in the speed of communications and 
the move to a digital environment. This has 
stimulated the expansion of digital media 
and the development of LCD/LED screen 
technology, which has been a critical factor 
in driving demand for MMA over the past  
five years.  

Increasing concern about the negative 
effects of climate change - especially ozone 
depletion - has resulted in legislation to 
reduce VOC emissions. In turn, this has 
led to both an increased use of waterborne 
latex for coatings systems, and pure acrylics 
becoming firmly established as the preferred 
choice for exterior coatings, where they 
outperform other systems. 

The apparent scarcity and increasing 

cost of fossil fuels has led to a whole new 
industry focused on conserving energy. Once 
again methacrylates have proven to be of 
benefit; the growth of PVC windows, which 
offer enhanced energy retention, the use of 
MMA as an efficient processing aid and the 
adoption of acrylic panels as a lighter, more 
energy efficient alternative to glass are just a 
few examples.

Futurologists are looking 20 years ahead 
when it is forecast that there will be eight 
billion people on our planet compared to 
around seven billion today. They predict we 
will have to use existing cultivated land as 
the earth is unable to support significantly 
more de-forestation, drinking water will be 
scarce, and we will be living and working 
longer. Climate change will mean the 
world is hotter, sea levels higher and we 
will experience more extreme weather. 
Globalisation will reduce poverty, but may 
result in the rise of under-class groups, which 
threaten national stability. Energy supply will 
move away from fossil fuels to renewables 

Thought piece: Futurology
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Futurologyfu·tur·ol·o·gy n. the study or forecasting 
of potential developments as in science, 
technology, and society, using current 
conditions and trends as a point of departure.
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Thought piece: Futurology

and the adoption of increased efficiency 
and recycling will be essential. Accelerating 
technology will continue to develop artificial 
intelligence, which will eventually set the 
pace for the future. And this is just 20 years 
away!

SO, WHAT DOES LI HAVE TO OFFER, AND 
HOW WILL WE RESPOND?
• LI is a dedicated methacrylates business, 

which focuses strategically on the 
continuous development of its own 
operations. It is committed to support 
its customers as innovators. We believe 
that this is the ideal model for achieving 
sustainable growth together.

• LI has developed and patented Alpha 
technology, a unique, long-term 
sustainable route to MMA production. Our 
first transformational Alpha-based plant 
was commissioned in 2008 and quickly 
proven at its design rate of 120kte/annum. 
Alpha 2 will result in the world’s largest 
MMA production facility, with a capacity of 
250kte/annum (see page 2). We also have 

dedicated resources investigating bio-routes 
to MMA production.

• We believe methacrylates are part of the 
solution for coatings that must perform 
even more efficiently as a result of climate 
change. Future products will require higher 
scrub and UV resistance. The flexibility 
offered by acrylics will be needed for 
new waterproofing and barrier sheet/film 
development as we increase the use of 
recycled materials to protect buildings and 
transport networks.

• The drive for increased energy efficient 
buildings will result in greater use of 
processing aids for the production of 
PVC window frames that offer increased 
insulation, lower energy LED lighting 
and the use of UV resistance to protect 
external fascias. The strength and flexibility 
of acrylic is anticipated to be part of the 
solution.

• Increasing life expectancy and progress in 
medical science will mean more demand 
for cosmetic dentistry and joint repair as 
the number of middle earners expands and 

life expectancy increases. Methacrylates 
are a key ingredient for bone cement, 
dental prosthese and speciality adhesives 
that are crucial in this sector.

• MMA recycling is already widely used in 
the plastics industry and it is anticipated 
this will be expanded into other areas, for 
example coatings.

• MMA consumption has historically grown 
in excess of GDP and we believe this will 
continue. However, as an industry we 
need to meet the challenges placed on 
us to improve the sustainable lifecycle 
for our product. We will continue our 
drive to increase efficiency, reduce 
our environmental impact and support 
innovation through the whole cycle.

We hope this article stimulates debate. We 
really do welcome your thoughts, as we firmly 
believe that our best chance of success is 
by working together for a sustainable future. 
Please contact: peter.snodgrass@lucite.com. 
View a snapshot of the future at YouTube: 
http://youtu.be/WH6zIFhJhkE 

All information or advice provided in this Magazine is intended to be 
general in nature and you should not rely on it in connection with 
the making of any decisions. Lucite International Limited and the 
companies within the Lucite International group of companies try to 
ensure that all information provided in this Magazine is correct at 
the time of inclusion but does not guarantee the accuracy of such 
information. Lucite International Limited and the companies within the 
Lucite International Limited group of companies are not liable for any 
action you may take as a result of relying on the information or advice 
within the Magazine nor for any loss or damage suffered by you arising 
therefrom.

we value your opinion

We would very much like to know what you think of FREEFLOW. 
If you have a particular area of interest or would like to see a 
particular issue covered next time, please do let us know by 
emailing comments to: peter.snodgrass@lucite.com
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