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Abstract

Detergent alcohols and their derivatives are widely used as raw materials in the production of surfactants for laundry and
dishwashing detergents, other household cleaners and shampoos, and various industrial applications. Household
detergents (for laundry powders and liquids, dishwashing liquids, and hard-surface cleaners) accounted for 57% of global
detergent alcohols consumption in 2016, followed by personal care and industrial and institutional (I&I) applications,
accounting for 22% and 12%, respectively. Personal care and household laundry end uses will show above-average growth
rates through 2021, driven mainly by emerging markets like China and Southeast Asia, where the per capita use of
detergents is still relatively small compared with other world regions.

During 2011–16, the share of global consumption accounted for by Western Europe and North America declined at
dramatic rates, to 23% and 22%, respectively, from 38% and 35%, respectively, in 1998. Demand in China and Southeast
Asia grew rapidly and their share of global consumption increased from 3.9% and 7.1%, respectively, in 1998, to 24% and
11%, respectively, by 2016. It is expected that this trend will continue, as demand growth in the developing world is
forecast to be significantly higher than average. Over the forecast period, consumption is expected to shift further to
China and Southeast Asia, in line with expectations for regional growth. 

The following pie chart shows world consumption of detergent alcohols:
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The competitive landscape between synthetic and natural alcohols has changed with oil prices. First, rising oil prices made
synthetic alcohols less competitive than in the past, but more recently—in 2016—low oil prices, and high palm and palm
kernel prices made synthetic alcohols competitive again. The advantage of natural producers over synthetic producers led
to significant capacity increases in the natural alcohols sector. But the new capacity installed in Asia over the last several
years has led to a severe overcapacity situation. Price volatility in this market will likely continue into the foreseeable
future, driven by price fluctuations in feedstock (both oleochemicals and crude oil).

Trade volumes for detergent alcohols have increased tremendously over the last 15–20 years. In 1998, trade accounted for
about 21% of global demand; by 2016, this share had increased to 46%. North America remains a net importer of detergent
alcohols. However, the volume of net imports should decrease significantly once Sasol brings a new plant onstream in
2019. Imports into South America have decreased with Brazil’s 14% import duty on fatty alcohols. As a result of several
antidumping measures, Western European imports from India and Southeast Asia fell substantially during 2011–16.
Imports into the Middle East started to decrease in 2016, with Saudi Kayan’s new detergent alcohols plant coming
onstream. In 2016, Southeast Asia accounted for 69% of exports, followed by Western Europe and Africa. The largest
importing regions in declining order include China, North America, and Western Europe, accounting for 28%, 17%, and
15% of global imports, respectively. Trade volumes are still expected to play a large role in the global market, but will likely
not grow at the same rate as they have in recent years.

Demand for fatty alcohols and their derivatives has historically grown at or slightly below the average GDP growth.
However, in recent years, demand has grown above the global GDP, driven in part by the developing regions’ shift to liquid
household detergents from powder detergents, healthy growth in personal care applications, and robust demand for
industrial applications, particularly when crude oil prices were at historical highs.

Over the last five years, global demand for detergent alcohols has grown annually at 3.7% on average. While growth was
only modest in advanced economies (North America, Western Europe, and Japan) during 2011–16, strong growth (well
over the GDP) was seen in almost all other regions except Central and South America (in the last few years, primarily
2014–16, this region has suffered through a prolonged weak economy). Detergent alcohol consumption grew at an average
annual rate of over 8% in South Asia, China, Eastern Europe, and the Middle East during 2011–16 (the latter two regions
from a relatively small base), while other regions grew at approximately 5% per year on average during the same period. 

World GDP growth is forecast at about 3% through 2021, and global consumption of detergent alcohols is estimated to be
slightly higher at 3.4% annually during 2016–21.
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