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Chemical Business and the COVID-19 : 
Seeking New Paths for the Next Decade 

Dr. R. Rajagopal

Abstract
This COVID pandemic has devastated virtually all businesses and industries. The chemical industry is adversely 
impacted. As a key supplier to other industires, the recovery in chemical industry will come from the recovery of 
it’s core customers such as the automotives, building and construction, and consumer goods sectors. As new 
normals are evolving in every sector as a consequence of the effects of COVID and governments are committing 
stimulus packages to prime up the economies, the chemical sector is expected to play a key role in propping up 
other industries, thus boosting the impact of stimulus packages.
This article analyses the impact of COVID on the chemical industry, the newer pattern of demand & consumer be-
haviour favouring sustainable products and options the chemcial industry should consider to face the challenges 
that this pandemic has thrown up.

Dr. R. Rajagopal is the CEO of KnowGenix, 
India. KnowGenix is a research growth strategy 
advisory firm.

The pandemic crisis has exposed fundamental 
shortcomings in pandemic preparedness, so-
cio- economic systems and global leadership. 

Governments and businesses have struggled to ad-
dress compounding repercussions in the form of 
workforce challenges, disruptions in essential supplies 
and social instability. They have had to balance health 
security imperatives against the economic fallout and 
rising societal anxieties, while relying on digital infra-
structure in unprecedented ways. 

The COVID-19 global crisis continues to disrupt 
manufacturing and global supply chains with severe 
consequences for the global economy. Since the start 
of the outbreak, the global production system has been 
challenged by factory shutdowns, demand surges 
for essential goods, stockpiling and panic-buying, as 
well as shifting consumer preferences (e.g. online over 
physical). 

This has raised new and unprecedented questions 
on the level of resilience of global value chains and the 
overall approach to business of chemicals manufactur-
ing. 

Role of Chemical Sector to Prop Up Economies
The chemical sector can play a significant part in 

maximising the impact of COVID-19 stimulus pack-
ages around the world. Aside from being the worst 
health and humanitarian crisis for decades, COVID-19 
has caused a drop of almost $7 trillion in global GDP 
this year.

In response, governments around the world have 
committed more than $15 trillion in COVID-19 stimu-
lus packages. Is there a role to be played by the chemi-
cals and materials industry in maximizing the positive 
impact of these interventions? 

>> The chemical sector can play a significant part 
in maximising the impact of COVID-19 stimulus 
packages around the world.Aside from being 
the worst health and humanitarian crisis for de-
cades, COVID-19 has caused a drop of almost 
$7 trillion in global GDP this year. 
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Through collaboration with 
policy-makers and other stake-
holders, this sector’s leaders can 
not only offer solutions that meet 
new consumer demand for sus-
tainable products, but which can 
also play a proactive role in bring-
ing innovation into value chains 
to ‘build back better’ – and help 
the sector move towards a more 
renewable, circular and resilient 
future.

As global value chains have traditionally been opti-
mized for cost-competitiveness reasons, the COVID-19 
pandemic proved that companies need to adopt rad-
ically new approaches to businesses which have risk 
potential. They will have to seek collaboration with 
governments to be able to adapt and respond to future 
shocks. 

Technology has been central to the way people, com-
panies and governments have managed the COVID-19 
crisis and the contact-free economy may also create 
new employment opportunities in the post-pandemic 
world according to WEF sources.

The rapid roll-out of new technology solutions has 
exacerbated other risks, such as digital fragmentation, 
privacy violations and inequality. Thus, COVID-19 is 
likely to challenge the relationship between technolo-
gy and governance, while mistrust or misuse of tech-
nology could have long-lasting effects on society.

The World Economic Forum’s Chemical and 
Advanced Materials Industry Action Group (IAG), sup-
ported by the Forum in collaboration with Accenture, 
has identified opportunities to increase sectorial and 
societal resilience through col-
laborative action. As part of 
this work, we’re keen to high-
light the role of the sector in 
boosting the impact of econom-
ic stimulus packages.

The chemical industry con-
verts raw materials into prod-
ucts that have a broad range 
of uses in the food, healthcare, 
building and construction, con-
sumer goods, agriculture and 
transportation industries. Since 
2018, chemical output growth 
has slowed or contracted in key 

manufacturing countries. Both 
Europe and North America have 
reported reduced chemical activ-
ity for 2019, mainly as a result of 
the global economic slowdown 
and trade tensions. 

Time Frame for Recovery
Now COVID-19 has forced 

its customers’ industries to shut 
down entire plants – which is ex-

pected to reduce global chemical GDP by around 11% 
in 2020. 

The chemical sector already beset with a host of 
complex dilemmas is expected to bear a heavy impact 
of the present pandemic through 2021-22. It will have 
to consider options to reduce or defer less-essential ex-
penses (including reduction of stocks, deferment of in-
vestments, etc.), to secure income (including outstand-
ing dues from buyers, particularly government and 
public sector undertakings), to access additional work-
ing capital (through low-interest loans and/or from re-
tained earnings) and/or to appeal for government fis-
cal and/or financial support.

The future new normal will be different from what 
it used to be in the past. The time required to achieve 
some normalcy is expected to be significant, with min-
imum estimates varying between an year to two. This 
will depend heavily on how the COVID-19 pandem-
ic unfolds globally in the coming weeks, as well as on 
policy responses and stimulus packages.

Where will the recovery come from? Recovery for 
the chemicals and materials industry hinges on the re-
covery of its core customers – such as the automotive, 
building and construction, and consumer goods sec-

tors – but their path to recov-
ery is uncertain, and is likely 
to remain so for the next two 
or three years through 2023.

Changes in Demand 
Pattern

In 2020 demand patterns 
turned  more dynamic as some 
of the COVID-19-induced 
consumer behaviours became 
the new reality post-crisis. 
The pandemic has triggered 
a change in how people live, 
buy and think. For example, 
demand for sustainable prod-

>> The rapid roll-out of new technology so-
lutions has exacerbated other risks, such 
as digital fragmentation, privacy viola-
tions and inequality. Thus, COVID-19 is 
likely to challenge the relationship be-
tween technology and governance, while 
mistrust or misuse of technology could 
have long-lasting effects on society. 

>> In 2020 demand patterns turned more dynamic 
as some of the COVID-19-induced consumer be-
haviours became the new reality post-crisis. The 
pandemic has triggered a change in how people 
live, buy and think. For example, demand for sus-
tainable products had already been growing for 
a while, but new research shows that after the 
pandemic 79% of consumers said they will seek 
out products that are healthier and better for the 
environment, and that they are willing to pay a 
premium for them. This perhaps is an indirect 
spinoff of the crisis and will contribute a lot to 
climate change mitigation efforts.
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ucts had already been growing for a while, but new re-
search shows that after the pandemic 79% of consum-
ers said they will seek out products that are healthier 
and better for the environment, and that they are will-
ing to pay a premium for them. This perhaps is an indi-
rect spinoff of the crisis and will contribute a lot to cli-
mate change mitigation efforts.

A sharp change in the way goods are bought and 
sold was driven by health concerns and desire for con-
venience and comfort as the rise in online trade went 
up in a wide range of segments. It is likely that sup-
pliers of personal care, packaging, wellness, lubricants 
or nutrition products will focus on stepping up their 
plans. 

Stimulus Packages
Governments are taking drastic measures to close 

the GDP gap with stimulus packages worth up to $15 
trillion – and making them the key consumption en-
gines in their economies.As the chemical industry lies 
at the heart of several value chains and acts as a solu-
tion provider to other sectors of the economy, it plays 
a pivotal role in leading a sustainable recovery. Today, 
chemical innovations already contribute to several sus-
tainable development challenges such as energy and 
climate, transport, health and food, among others.

The chemicals sector can leverage both direct and 
indirect stimulus programmes, and can strengthen 
their broader impact to provide shared value across 
business and society. This can be done in diverse ways: 
setting up agile value chains; need to incentivise inno-
vations to enhance resilience; offer stimulus packages.

The most immediate concerns are cash flow and 
working capital. Most are concerned that survival is 
only possible with a substantive financial and/or fiscal 
support package from the governments.

Some of the direct stimulus packages were increas-
ing higher export subsidies 
for petrochemical products by 
China; EU, US and Japan in-
centivising local pharmaceuti-
cal clusters. Indirect packages 
include Germany’s green hy-
drogen strategy that includes 
a $10 billion budget; EU’s e-
mobility subsidies, with a plan 
worth $91 billion/

To move towards a sustain-
able industry in the next few 
years it is key to have stimulus 
measures that work on how 

fast resources can be allocated.

Build infrastructure to support more resilient and 
sustainable systems 

For example, the transition to a circular economy 
requires investment to encourage greater transparen-
cy in waste streams (circular track and trace), establish 
end-of-life collection systems for further material class-
es, develop chemical recycling processes, and build the 
necessary physical assets. This can only be achieved by 
collaborating in regional clusters, which represent ide-
al opportunities for stimulus support.

Leverage stimulus packag-
es to support broader sus-
tainability goals 

As an example, industry in-
novators may further support 
the transition to cleaner mo-
bility. The future of mobili-
ty, with fleets of autonomous 
and/or electric vehicles, may 
require a new spectrum of ma-
terials and chemicals to make 
everything from batteries to 
simplified powertrains and 

>> With supply chains in disarray, the industry is 
facing a serious challenge to optimise their val-
ue chains. Given that the pandemic is here to 
stay, industry needs to realise that it is not going 
to be business as usual. The key priority before 
the industry is not only to look at maintenance 
of business continuity but also to develop new 
functional constructs for a new normal in their 
businesses. There are no industry wide accept-
able path. Each company will have to develop 
their own responses to ever changing scenario.
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eye scans, and facial recognition. 

Data Connectivity and Data Management
Many manufacturing facilities have already been 

connecting their manufacturing data silos and most 
suppliers’ APIs or SDKs to make it easier to integrate 
data sources. As companies digitize, more data si-
los will be connected. However, the different organi-
zations within a manufacturing enterprise (manufac-
turing, engineering, finance, marketing, etc.) store da-
ta in different environments.  Many suppliers have dis-
cussed master data management, but most manufac-
turing companies still have at least some data silos.

Master data can leverage technology and business 
processes to present data in a consistent, contextual, 
and timely manner. However, if stored in the cloud, 
execution would often be too slow for many manufac-
turing processes. In this case, the master data is locat-
ed in the manufacturing facility or close to the process. 

Data and technology can enable a radical shift in 
a company’s business models and methodologies, but 
planning is critical. A crucial component to digital 
transformation is dealing with staggering amounts of 
data. This makes data management, contextualization, 
integrity, interoperability, and synchronization criti-
cal. Audit trails regarding changes, physical location, 
and time stamps of changes are other issues that com-
panies must deal with. 

Digital transformation provides an opportunity for 
companies to work with data experts and business in-
novators to leverage new technologies and develop 
new insights that can increase efficiency for operation-
al excellence. 

Data Integrity for MHRA and FDA Compliance
FDA’s data integrity guidance emphasizes the need 

and requirements for “secure computation system ac-
cess.” Controls must be in place to restrict the ability 
to alter specifications, process parameters, or manu-
facturing or testing methods. Other computer changes 
must be restricted, possibly by limiting permissions to 
change settings or data.

Data integrity is a critical focus area for both 
the FDA and Medicines and Healthcare Products 
Regulatory Agency (MHRA). This is 
because without basic data integrity 
controls the agencies cannot rely on 
that company’s data or records to de-
termine compliance, quality, or safe-
ty risks to consumers and patients. 
Any evidence of misrepresented data 

or problems with records related to current good man-
ufacturing practices (CGMP) found during an inspec-
tion could lead to further investigation. Inaccurate or 
falsified data threatens FDA’s efforts to streamline reg-
ulatory processes. Companies with perfect quality sys-
tems will benefit from less FDA interference. Data in-
tegrity issues have real consequences. ARC believes 
that some of these risks can be reduced or eliminat-
ed using automated systems in conjunction with ad-
equate procedures, standards, and enforcement poli-
cies. 

Excellent quality data has always been important 
to FDA because data integrity issues can lead to seri-
ous CGMP violations. Dealing with poor data slows 
down FDA inspections and costs both the agency and 
the business, money. Unfortunately, data integrity is-
sues are not uncommon and enforcement in this area is 
increasing. ARC believes that it is in everyone’s best in-

terest for pharmaceutical companies 
to implement effective strategies to 
manage their data integrity.Data integrity is a critical fo-

cus area for both the FDA and 
Medicines and Healthcare 
Products Regulatory Agency.
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recovered for reuse. Efficient solvent recovery helps 
to reduce the demand for new solvents / chemicals 
that can be reused in production. They can also help 
manufacturers meet regulatory requirements or pro-
cess standards. The process adopted for that is Solvent 
Recovery Process (SRP).

Process Details (Fig 5)
The incoming “feed” (effluent or mother liquor) 

is fed to the distillation column via a pre-heater. This 
distillation column is usually kept under vacuum to 
lower the boiling point of the solvent. This feed that 
is fed to the column is circulated to the primary heat 
exchange source (Re-boiler). Re-boiler uses low pres-
sure saturated steam as heating medium. To optimise 
the steam consumption, the steam supply is regulated 
with the help of PID based temperature control valve. 
This valve throttles as per the temperature in distilla-
tion column. 

Typical solvents with boiling point <100°C found in 
the effluent stream are listed in Table 1.

The feed is heated and the relevant solvents sep-
arate from it when their respective boiling points are 
reached. Effective segregation of solvents in a distilla-
tion column is achieved by monitoring the top, middle 
and bottom temp. Once the solvent is segregated from 
the primary feed the same is passed through a con-
denser to condense the solvent. Condensation happens 
in the condenser by using water from a cooling tower 
(25°C) or chilled water (10°C). The condensed solvent 
is then sampled to check its concentration. If the con-
centration is not found within the prescribed limits the 
entire solvent is refluxed back into the distillation col-
umn. Reflux ratio is a critical parameter for any Solvent 
Recovery Plant as it indicates its operational efficiency. 

If the solvent is in required concentration it is collected 
and re-used (as good as fresh solvent). The steam con-
sumption to feed ratio is continuously monitored as a 
critical equipment efficiency parameter. 

Efficient condensate evacuation plays a critical role 
in ensuring the optimum steam consumption for a de-
fined feed flow rate. As this process uses low pressure 

steam and a PID based temperature control 
valve, the condensate stalling affects the equip-
ment efficiency. The conventional steam traps 

Table 1

Sr. 
No.

Name of solvent Boiling point

1 Acetone 80°C
2 Ethyl acetate 77°C
3 Ethylene dichloride 83.47°C
4 Hexane 68°C
5 Isopropyl alcohol 82.5°C
6 Methanol 64.7°C
7 Methyl Acetate 57°C
8 Methylene dichloride 39.8°CFig 5
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UP to invest `1700 crore in five biofuel projects

The Uttar Pradesh Government has decided to set 
up five biofuel projects in the State, Governor Ram 

Naik said on Tuesday at the 13th edition of Petrotech. 

The projects will involve an investment of `1,700 
crore and are expected to be set up in five districts — 
Sitapur, Hapur, Meerut, Bareilly and Muzaffarnagar 
as reported in Hindu Business Line. 

 He said the projects will help boost the profile of 
renewals and biofuels for Uttar Pradesh which has the 
largest population in India. Currently 15 geographical 
areas in the State have City Gas Distribution networks 
(CGD), while authorisation has been awarded for de-
veloping such network in 22 more districts. With the 
10th CGD bid round expected to conclude shortly, 10 
more geographical areas in the State will be on offer 
for developing CGD. He said after the completion of 
this round, 70 per cent of the country’s population will 
have access to these networks.

News & Views

Government may auction around 100 
Oil and Gas fields 

The National Democratic Alliance (NDA) govern-
ment is considering a proposal by a high-level 

committee to take away 97 of the 149 oil and gas fields 
being explored by the Oil and Natural Gas Corporation 
Ltd (ONGC) and Oil India Ltd (OIL) and auction them 
to private sector energy companies, two government 
officials aware of the development said according to 
Hindustan Times.

The committee has allowed ONGC and OIL to re-
tain the remaining 52 of the marginal oil and gas fields 
on the condition that they deliver results in terms of 
production and financial performance within a defi-
nite time frame; ONGC and OIL are on notice for these 
52 fields. Out of the 52 fields, ONGC currently holds 
49 fields and OIL, three. The panel also suggested that 
ONGC and OIL forge joint ventures (JV) with private 
entities in 66 lucrative oil and gas producing fields to 
enhance output from these blocks.

These 66 fields contribute about 95% of India’s to-
tal oil (from 35.7 MMT in 2017-18) and gas (32,648 
MMSCM) production. The committee, in its report, 
has expressed concerns over surging oil and gas con-
sumption, which are resulting in higher energy im-
ports (82.8% of total oil consumption and 45.3% in 
the case of gas). Total value of imports was `4,79,377 
crore in 2017-18. The report has pointed to two major 

dampeners for private investments — “poor geology” 
of Indian sedimentary basins and policy focus on max-
imizing revenue from oil and gas fields.

BASF to launch construction chemicals unit sale

BASF will launch the sale of its $3 billion-plus con-
struction chemicals business in the spring, as part of 

the German chemicals group’s drive to focus on more 
profitable operations. The company has hired Goldman 
Sachs to organize the transaction.

The world’s largest maker of chemical additives for 
concrete whose products are used to build major train 
tunnels in the Swiss Alps and in London, is expected to 
fetch roughly 3 billion euros ($3.4 billion). According 
to the company the business is not deeply integrated 
into BASF’s production network and that it has fallen 
short of profitability targets. The unit’s need to cater 
to a large number of small to mid-size builders goes 
against BASF’s focus on large industrial customers. 
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diates and finished products is only likely to in-
crease. With the ISMD predicting a good monsoon 
this year, it is only reasonable to expect an overall 
5-6% growth in the consumption of applied fertiliz-
ers. Operating plants in the country in the nitroge-
nous sector are working at almost rated capacities. 
Most of these plants have undergone retrofits and 
revamps so as to realize the maximum output and 
hence, it is not prudent to expect any more realiza-
tion of capacities from these plants. Thus the situa-
tion finally boils down to more and more imports 
every year. Even if a decision to put up new plants 
are taken today even with the best gestation period 
of approvals & construction etc, it will yield prod-
uct only after 4 years, which means that the imports 
will be going up in the near-term also. 

India is now the world’s third-largest crude oil im-
porter, after US and China and during  2017-18 finan-
cial year 83.2% of India’s indigenous crude oil was im-
ported from the Arabian Gulf. India’s crude oil produc-
tion fell from 36 million tonnes in 2016-17 to 35.7 mil-
lion tonnes in 2017-18. Consequently, the country im-
ported 213.93 million tonnes (MT) of crude oil spend-
ing `4.7 lakh crores (785 billion US $). Every dollar per 
barrel change in crude oil prices impacts the import bill 
by ̀ 823 crore and the same is also the impact when cur-
rency exchange rate fluctuates by `1 per US dollar. In 
the present context of rising oil prices we do not expect 
any improvement in the disbursal of subsidies. 

Shortage of natural gas is the main hurdle for ex-
panding nitrogen capacity. The Chinese in a similar 
situation, built a string of ammonia/urea plants based 
on coal gasification and are operating more econom-
ically. In India, we had a lot of experience in the ini-
tial stages in operating coal based ammonia plants at 
Ramagundam and Talcher. The technical problems of 
these plants finally ended up in their closure. At the 
same time the coal gasification technology over the 
years have become stabilized, environment friendly 
and profitable. In the present context India may have 
to look at coal gasification as a major avenue for the 
production of ammonia through clean coal technolo-
gies. Barring access to natural gas we have developed 
total capabilities from conceptualization to design, de-
velopment, procurement and planning and implemen-
tation of world class ammonia and urea plants.

In the phosphatics sector the price of products have 
increased tremendously in the overseas market so also 
in India especially after the adoption of nutrient based 
pricing strategy for P & K fertilizers. Import of raw ma-

terials, rock phosphate and sulphur is becoming criti-
cal and consequently the operating margins are declin-
ing. It would be necessary for Indian manufacturers 
to enter into long term contract for supply with over-
seas suppliers, operate joint venture facilities in coun-
tries where raw material is available or acquire fertiliz-
er assets abroad for developing and producing for the 
Indian market. Though several projects are proposed 
and in most cases initial studies and evaluation are 
over indecision still prevails for any head start in the 
near future. 

In the case of potash we do not have any source of 
indigenous supply. The whole requirement is met by 
imports and here also we may have to go for either 
joint ventures or acquisition of assets.

Extension of gas pipeline by another 15 thousand 
kilometres, a renewed thrust on accessing coal bed 
methane and a thorough revamp of the fertilizer poli-
cy proposed in the various budgets of the NDA did not 
come through and the industry suffered on account of 
this state of affairs.  

Speciality fertilizer and micro nutrients
World over agriculture in general and food grains 
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of construction progress. By being able to consistent-
ly fly the same path and capture the same images on 
separate deployments, tracking the progress of a con-
struction project can be done by not only analyzing the 
captured imagery, but also by using photogrammetry 
to generate 3D models from the collected data. 

As drone technology is advanced and improved 
upon, the number of applications for, and benefits of, 
utilizing UAVs will continue to rise.  However, unless 
the right selection and vetting processes are put into 
place, the advantages of utilizing unmanned inspec-
tions can quickly become disadvantageous.

Global specialty chemicals leader Perstorp an-
nounces sale of its BioProducts business 

Perstorp, a global leader in specialty chemicals, to-
day announced the sale of Perstorp BioProducts, a 

leading producer of biodiesel and glycerine in Scandi-
navia, to a Swedish investor. The terms of the transac-
tion were not disclosed.

The sale includes the pro-
duction site in Fredrikstad, 
Norway, while the produc-

tion site in Stenungsund, Sweden, will remain under 
Perstorp’s ownership. Perstorp will also, for a limit-
ed time, be a minority owner of the new company i.e. 
Adesso BioProducts AB. 

A tolling agreement forms a part of the sale, where-
by Perstorp will continue to produce biodiesel at 

Stenungsund production site for Adesso BioProducts. 
In the long term, Adesso might relocate production and 
Perstorp may look to repurpose this site for other spe-
cialty chemical products.

Wanhua Chemical to invest $1.25 billion in a new Chemical Complex in US

Wanhua Chemical has announced 
that the company will develop a 

new $ 1.25 billion chemical manufactur-
ing complex in Convent, St. James Parish, 
Louisiana. The new MDI plant will have a 
capacity of 400 kilotons per year.

The investment in Louisiana has a stra-
tegic significance to their position as a glob-
al supplier for the polyurethane industry, 
as it will help them to further strengthen 
their focus on markets in the America. 

The new facility will enhance the manu-
facturer’s supply capability and stability of 
MDI in North America, as well as broaden 
the product portfolio. The US-based com-
plex will be another major component of 
Wanhua’s global development of MDI and 
polyurethanes. 
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Algae derived starch could now lead to large 
scale Biofuel production

Large-scale production of algae derived starch 
could now be possible, thanks to new research by 

the Tokyo Institute of Technology (Tokyo Tech) and 
Tohoku University, Japan. This algae derived starch is 
a valuable resource for the production of biofuels and 
other biomaterials.

According to a statement, the team, led by Sousuke 
Imamura from Tokyo Tech, have found a ‘switch’ af-
fecting the level of starch content in algae. Focusing 
on the unicellular red alga Cyanidoschyzon merolae, the 
team demonstrated that starch content could be dra-
matically increased through the inactivation of a pro-
tein kinase known to play a key role in cell growth. The 
protein kinase, target of rapamycin (TOR), was inac-
tivated through exposure to rapamycin. This led to a 
noticeable increase in starch levels after 12 hours, and 
a ten-fold increase after 48 hours.

Through liquid chromatography-tandem mass 
spectrometry, the team examined subtle changes in 
more than 50 proteins that might have played a part 
in switching on the starch accumulation process. From 
this, they pinpointed GLG1 as the key protein of inter-
est.

These results could be hugely important in scaling 
up biofuel and value-added biochemical production.

The has been published in The Plant Journal.

Researchers work to Recycle, Reuse wastewa-
ter from seafood processing

A new research project has found that it is possible 
to extract nutrients from the water used to process 

seafood.

Renewables

Researchers from Chalmers University of 
Technology in Sweden have developed a way to recy-
cle the nutrients in the process waters used for seafood 
and aquaculture feed before it goes to waste as a large 
amount of process water is continuously pumped out 
as waste. For example, approximately 7,000-to-8,000 
liters of water is used to prepare a ton of marinated 
herring, while 50,000 liters of water is used per ton of 
peeled shrimp or per three tons of raw shrimp. These 
side streams of water often contain peptides, proteins, 
fats and micronutrients that could be recycled and 
used in a number of ways including as an ingredient 
in feed or for growing microalgae.

The team used a two-step process to recover up to 
98 percent of the protein and 99 percent of the omega 
3-rich fats. The process also resulted in a semi-solid 
biomass and a nutrient-rich liquid. After dehydration, 
the biomass from shrimp boiling water contained 66 
percent protein and 25 percent fat. Initial tests showed 
that the new biomass could be used as an ingredient 
in feed for salmon and as a glazing for frozen fish. The 
researchers also tested the fluid as a substance for mi-
croalgae-cultivation and enhanced the growth of two 
different types of algae.
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customizable interiors. The contribution of the sector 
to the development of advanced biofuels, green hydro-
gen, sustainable battery materials or recycling technol-
ogies will be crucial to enable this transition.

Stimulate a new wave of innovation through a col-
laborative ecosystem

For example, in the recycling space alone, there are 
hundreds of relevant start-ups across the world that 
are working with new technologies – but these cannot 
scale up without additional funding.The time is ripe 
for a new wave of corporate and public venturing to 
accelerate the process of bringing these technologies to 
the market.

By capitalizing on cross-sector innovation and col-
laboration, the chemical industry can not only build 
back better, but also secure its role in the post-COV-
ID era with its improved products, services and tech-
nologies.

New thinking needed for 2021  
With supply chains in disarray, the industry is fac-

ing a serious challenge to optimise their value chains. 
Given that the pandemic is here to stay, industry needs 
to realise that it is not going to be business as usual. 
The key priority before the industry is not only to look 
at maintenance of business continuity but also to de-
velop new functional constructs for a new normal in 
their businesses. There are no industry wide accept-
able path. Each company will have to develop their 
own responses to ever changing scenario.

It will have to evolve new approaches to absorb fi-
nancial impact through 2021. It will not be possible 
without risky and innovative ways. Capturing value in 
a disrupted value chain will pose new complexities in 
manufacturing, customer management, and more im-
portantly a leadership crisis in managing workforce 
motivation and commitment where the industry is not 
yet geared. 

Efficient liquidity management, proactive cost opti-
misation, and keeping credit lines in order is impera-
tive for the industry where medium scale industry ac-
counts for a major share of output.

Many companies across agrochemicals, pharma-
ceuticals, personal care etc., are engaged in revamping 
portfolios, rationalise staff functions and marketing in-
frastructure. In the speciality space, suppliers will be 
forced to develop framework for customer and appli-
cation integration. One of the most challenging tasks 
before the chemical companies is to balance supply 

chain disruptions.

Options for the Chemical Industry
Through 2021 the industry will have to look at op-

tions at various levels and in newer ways. 

m	 Adopting the overall supply chain set-up by care-
fully managing interdependent levers such as dual 
sourcing, complexity reduction and localizing

m	 Doubling down on investments in advanced man-
ufacturing technologies that were attributed an es-
sential role 

m	 Adjusting the operating model to allow for a more 
flexible and decentralized manufacturing organiza-
tion with a consistent risk management system in 
place

m	 Redefining external relationships and capturing 
new opportunities from crossindustry collabora-
tion models

m	 Reviewing the product portfolio to reduce com-
plexity and refocus on key strategic directions

The chemical sector’s supply chain has historical-
ly been strongly dependent on China, which has been 
heavily impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and in-
stituted wide-ranging countermeasures as a result. In 
addition to creating potential challenges in obtaining 
necessary raw materials, the disruption of global sup-
ply chains will hamper chemicals producers’ ability to 
deliver finished products to customers. As with previ-
ous downturns, the industry may likely move quick-
ly to cut discretionary and capital spending to support 
operations. 

The long-ranging impact of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic is yet to be understood. A number of industry sectors 
have been severely impacted and there are changes to 
daily life, accelerated by the pandemic and supported 
by technology and innovation, which companies will 
need to adapt to.

						      m
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