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Shutdown: workers leave Grangemouth, Scotland's largest petrochemical plant, on Wednesday

Mure Dickie in Edinburgh and Kiran Stacey in London OCTOBER 23, 2013

Ministers in the Scottish and UK governments were scrambling to save Scotland’s most
important industrial complex after the owner of the Grangemouth petrochemical plant
announced it would close with the loss of 800 jobs.

Westminister and Holyrood, locked in an increasingly fierce battle over Scotland’s looming
independence referendum, pushed separately for last-ditch talks to save the plant and to seek an
alternative owner if Ineos refuses to back down.

Ineos’s decision to shut the petrochemical plant sent shockwaves through Scotland’s
manufacturing sector and the wider UK chemical industry. It also raised doubts about the
survival of the strategic Grangemouth refinery, a joint venture with PetroChina that shares the
site and which supplies 70 per cent of fuel sold in Scottish filling stations.

The Grangemouth complex supports thousands of other jobs in the region and supplies a host of
chemical businesses, some of which could now be forced to switch to more expensive import

suppliers.

Ineos insisted the refusal of around half the workers at Grangemouth to accept changes to pay,
pension and union representation had doomed the petrochemicals operation. Union leaders
denounced the closure as “disgusting” and “feral”.

An emergency meeting of the Scottish cabinet agreed to push “one further attempt” to forge
agreement between Ineos and the Unite union to save the plant. “We can’t accept the removal of
Grangemouth from Scotland’s industrial infrastructure,” said Alex Salmond, Scotland’s first

minister.
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The Scottish government is seeking to find a potential buyer for the Grangemouth complex, an
effort given strong backing by UK ministers on Wednesday. Ed Davey, energy secretary, told
MPs he had asked the business secretary and UKTI, the UK’s trade and investment body, to try
to find an alternative owner for the petrochemical plant. “We will be using all our efforts,” Mr

Davey said in an address to parliament.

The shared purpose of the UK and Scottish governments did not immediately lead to direct co-
operation to resolve the most high-profile industrial closure in years, though officials on each
side are in close contact. “We are aware of each others’ efforts,” a Scottish government
spokesperson said.

Whitehall officials insist only that they have the necessary power and international contacts to
find a buyer to bail out the plant. They expect a decision from PetroChina next week on whether
the Chinese company is willing to continue with the refinery, but plans are being drawn up to
find a buyer for the entire Grangemouth complex if needed.

Analysts said it could prove impossible to find a buyer for the petrochemical plant, which has
been suffering a shortage of gas feedstock from the North Sea. Ineos said it was losing £50m a

year and investment to allow the import of shale gas would require £300m in new investment.

“If you are running a business in this industry today the last thing on our mind is taking on new

capacity,” said Paul Hodges, chairman of industry consultancy International eChem.

Mr Hodges said closure of the petrochemicals plant could undermine confidence across the UK
chemicals industry, potentially further raising costs for companies already struggling to survive.

“It’s straws and camels’ backs here,” he said.

The Scottish Trades Union Congress denounced the closure as the “vindictive whim of an
unaccountable billionaire”, referring to Jim Ratcliffe, Ineos chairman, and said government
should be willing to step in. “The behaviour of Ineos is simply disgusting and it reveals the true
nature of a feral private equity concern that clearly believes it has no social obligations
whatsoever,” the congress said in a statement.

Alistair Darling, Labour’s former chancellor, said Ineos’ behaviour was “akin to the industrial
relations of the 1970s”.

Ineos says its joint venture with PetroChina would now decide whether to restart the refinery,
shuttered since last week, adding that its fate will be “primarily dependent on the removal of the
threat of further industrial action”.

Closure of the refinery would threaten the supply of essential steam and power to BP’s
neighbouring Kinneil reception terminal for the crucial Forties Pipeline System that brings
North Sea oil from its landfall north of Aberdeen.
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