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Abstract
Potassium (K), which occurs both in the Earth’s crust and in its bodies of water, is the third major fertilizer nutrient, after
nitrogen and phosphorus. The term potash is used to describe a wide variety of minerals and chemicals valued for their
potassium content. Potassium chloride (KCl) is the most common and least expensive source of potash. Approximately
90% of total potash consumption is for fertilizer use, with the balance being consumed in a variety of industrial
applications. Most of the potash-consuming countries have large agricultural bases and require imports to meet fertilizer
demand. 

The following pie chart shows world consumption of potash:

For the past three decades, the potash industry has been highly concentrated, with high barriers to entry, assisted by flat
price levels. World potash production is confined to only 12 countries and is dominated by Eastern Europe (Belarus and
Russia) and Canada, which together accounted for more than 60% of world production in 2017. The major potash
producers are Nutrien and The Mosaic Company in Canada, Uralkali in Russia, and Belaruskali in Belarus. Potassium
chloride accounts for about 90–95% of world potash production. Potassium sulfate compounds account for most of the
remainder.  

Fertilizer demand is driven by growing populations’ food requirements, as well as the switch from a carbohydrate-based
regimen to a protein-rich diet. As the global population increases, the need for food and the nutrients required to produce
food correspondingly increase. Demand for food directly influences potash production. Although crop prices and the
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timing of purchases may affect short-term demand, growth is definite in the medium to long term. The global population
is expected to grow at an annual rate of slightly over 1% during the forecast period. Increased meat consumption will drive
livestock production, which consumes crops like corn as feed, which in turn increases the requirement for potash.
Demand will also come from the production of regulatory-driven biofuels, including ethanol and biodiesel, as there will be
an increasing requirement to cultivate more corn, sugarcane, and palm crops. The rate of growth of potash fertilizers is
highly dependent on consumption patterns in China, Latin America, and India, taking into account their soil nutrient
balance. 

China is the largest consumer of potash, followed by Latin America and the United States. The top five consuming regions
combined accounted for more than three-fourths of world potash fertilizer consumption in 2017. With so few producing
countries, much of the world is heavily dependent upon imports to satisfy potash requirements. World trade in potash is
very significant, accounting for more than 70% of world production during the past five years. 

The potential world potash supply and demand conditions over the next five years will be determined by the balance
between the potential supply from expanding capacity and the growing demand for fertilizer use throughout the world.
Canada, China, and Eastern Europe (Russia and Belarus) will be the primary beneficiaries of the revived world market,
together accounting for nearly 80% of the projected increased world production of potash through 2022. The increase of
capacity set against the moderate growth of demand may lead to an increased imbalance and a supply surplus in the
potash market, as well as a decline in average industry operating rates.
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