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chemicals industry in the developed world.China currently pro-
duces some five million tons of ethylene per year,but consumes
nearly twice that amount. Small-scale production (seven plants
with an output of 140,000 tons per year) makes the ethylene
industry very inefficient.

Organic chemicals
Organic chemicals have to be imported on a large scale – mean-
ing some 16.2 million tons in 2001, or 24.6% more than in
2000. These imports cost USD 8.86 billion or 6.8% more than
in 2000. The most important organic imports are propylene,
benzene, toluene, methyl alcohol, butyl alcohol, octyl alcohol,
glycol, acetic acid, acrylic acid, acrylate, methyl ethyl ketone,
phenol,anhydrides,etc.,while imports of the monomers of syn-
thetic materials such as styrene, PX and PTA are also very sub-
stantial.
The factories for producing organic chemicals in China are too
small and some of them too obsolete to be able to compete
on the world market.A plant that produces methyl alcohol, for
example, would have to produce at least 300,000 tons per year
to be competitive, while many of those in China produce only
10,000 tons per year. This means that the production costs are
often higher than the costs of importing, which is why so many
plants have had to be shut down.

Synthetic materials
Although China produced 7.9 million tons of resin in 2000, this
was enough to meet only half the demand. The other half had
to be imported.
Synthetic fibers developed very fast in the 1990s, with poly-
ester, PAN, PP and polyamide accounting for most of the out-
put. With a synthetic fiber output of 7.6 million tons, China is
now one of the world’s largest producers. Despite this, its prod-
ucts continue to fall short of market requirements, nor does it
produce a wide enough range of special and high quality fibers.
China’s 15 synthetic rubber factories, for example, together
have a capacity of one million tons per year, but produce main-
ly SBR and BR,while other high performance products are made
only in very small quantities.

Fine chemical industry
Thanks to the hard work of over half a century, China now pro-
duces more than 30,000 different kinds of fine chemical. Not
only is it now the world’s largest producer of dyes, but it is al-
so the second largest producer of pesticides and composite
feedstuffs and the sixth largest producer of dope. Yet China’s
fine chemical industry still lags far behind that of the devel-
oped world.The technology and equipment now being used in
China are the same as those the developed world was using
15 or 20 years ago. Deoxidization with hydrogen, continuous
nitration, cold nitration and sulfurization with liquid trioxide
sulfur have not been adopted on a large scale. Many factories
are really just workshops with reaction routes, cell operation
and product purification at the level of the 1960s and 70s. The
use of automation and DCS control also falls far short of that
customary in the modern world. Some products in fields that

China’s chemical industry accounts for an impressive 10% of
GNP. Traditional chemicals based on coal, metal ores, salt and
organic compounds account for 48% of the total, followed by
petrochemicals and natural gas (20%), pharmaceuticals (17%),
chemical fibers (9%) and commodities (6%). The total produc-
tion value of China’s chemical industry is increasing at 8-9% per
year.Sales in 2001 were worth a total of RMB 60.3 million,which
was 8.64% more than those for the previous year.There are tens
of thousands of chemical corporations in China, more than
10,000 of which are joint ventures. Some USD 30 billion are in-
vested in China’s chemical industry every year, with foreign in-
vestment accounting for 55-60% of this amount.There are near-
ly 80 different chemical stocks on the market, or 137 if petro-
chemicals and fibers are also included. Imports and exports are
also increasing fast, with imports totaling USD 32.75 billion – or
14% of the total – and exports USD 19.45 billion in 2001.
Although these facts are impressive, there are still some prob-
lems to be solved. Here are some examples of the kind of prob-
lems we are talking about.

Fertilizer industry
As China’s nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium resources are
not enough to satisfy agricultural development, large amounts
of phosphorus and potassium have to be imported from
abroad. High-concentration fertilizers, composite fertilizers,
special fertilizers and multi-usage fertilizers take a long time
to develop and outputs are very low.The plethora of small work-
shops that make these products are very inefficient and waste
a lot of energy.

Petrochemicals
Although petrochemicals (including the ethylene industry) now
has a solid base in China, it still lags far behind the petro-
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