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POST EVENT REPORT

VISIT SITE

The 11th GPCA Agri-Nutrients Conference was held virtually from 
15-16 September 2021 under the theme ‘Forging new avenues 
for a food secure future.’ A fantastic line-up of speakers including 
experts from the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
the International Fertilizer Association, and key agri-nutrients 
producers in the GCC, including SABIC in Saudi Arabia, QAFCO 
in Qatar, GPIC in Bahrain, and many more shared their insights 
into the hugely important topic of agri-nutrients and how they 
contribute to sustainability and food security. 

The conference arrived at just the right time to shed light on the 
importance of achieving global food security and highlight the 

INTRODUCTION 

role of agri-nutrients in supporting food production during the 
pandemic. 

Attending the 11th GPCA Agri-Nutrients Conference afforded 
delegates the unmissable opportunity to learn from the entire 
food production value chain, including technology providers, 
farms, agri-nutrient producers, academia and NGOs about 
the latest market innovations, the challenges facing regional 
producers and how they can be overcome, as well as ways and 
means to collaborate with key stakeholders to develop more 
sustainable and efficient agri-nutrient solutions.   
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Day one, welcome remarks 

Throughout the two days of 
the event, conference speakers 
reiterated the vital role of agri-
nutrients to help deliver nutrition 
to billions of people across the 
world. At the same time, they 
pointed to a series of formidable 
challenges facing the industry 
currently and discussed ways in 

which they can be addressed. 

Abdulrahman Al-Suwaidi, CEO, QAFCO, Chairman, GPCA Agri-
nutrients Committee and Member of the GPCA Board, delivered 
the welcome remarks on day one, 15 September, and set the stage 
for the two-day virtual event. Al-Suwaidi began by highlighting the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on global food security and 
urging governments to take comprehensive steps to develop and 
sustain food systems. 

“The global prevalence of moderate to severe food insecurity 
has been increasing slowly since 2014 and the estimated 
increase in 2020 alone was equivalent to that of the previous five 
years combined. Nearly one in three people across the world – 
approximately 2.37 billion people – did not have access to adequate 
food in 2020”, he told the audience.

“[Adding to this], global food supply chains have been severely 
affected by the pandemic and measures to control or mitigate the 
virus have impacted the pace of harvests in some parts of the world, 
leaving millions of seasonal workers without income,” he added.

“Factors like these, coupled with the reduced spending power 
of families due to the pandemic, have resulted in an increase in 
the number of people suffering from a lack of access to sufficient 
nutrition,” Al-Suwaidi concluded.

Day one, keynote address

H.E. Nora Ourabah Haddad, 
FAO Representative, Sultanate 
of Oman, delivered day one’s 
keynote address on how to 
‘Strengthen the foundation of 
the global food security agenda 
in the wake of the pandemic’. 
According to a report recently 
issued by FAO, the world is 

off-track to achieve the commitments to zero hunger, with more than 
800 million people going to bed hungry every night. This unfortunate 
situation has been worsened by the pandemic, Haddad said. World 
hunger increased in 2020, as the prevalence of undernourishment 
grew by 1.5% in one year, reaching a level of 9.9%. Today around 3 
billion people lack a healthy diet as a result of high costs and income 
inequality. 

Despite the fact that there is enough food to feed everyone in the 
world, equal access to food remains a grave challenge. The pandemic 
disrupted the global food supply chain and led to a global economic 
recession. Surging job losses have meant that people have been 
losing income to buy food. 

The following objectives must be considered within the broader goal 
of transforming the region’s food system to meet the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals:

1. Provide immediate response to the COVID-19 crisis (ongoing)
• keeping the value chains alive 

2. Support recovery
• promote the digitalization of agriculture
• make value chains and agri-business more competitive
• invest in inclusive growth focused on women and the youth
• address trade issues and zoonotic diseases 

3. Build back better
• ensure sustainable use of water and management of 

resources 
• promote healthy diets and reduce food losses and waste 

CONFERENCE HIGHLIGHTS 

The bottom line:

With collaborative action, it is possible 
to avoid the worst impacts in a way that 
supports a transition to more sustainable 
food systems. The new systems need to be 
in better balance with the environment and 
requirements of healthy nutrition for all.

The bottom line:

COVID-19 has led to significant 
disruptions in food supply chains. 
Policymakers have responded by 
imposing some restrictions which were 
different from the past but also helped to 
lower import barriers. 

Compared to 2007-2008, the market fundamentals are 
different today. It is critical now more than ever to ensure 
global cooperation and coordination in terms of policy 
development and market transparency as well as trade 
related procedures. 
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another year. During the onset of the pandemic, we saw that some 
countries were very agile. They stopped exporting crops that they 
usually have surplus of [to ensure sufficient supply for their domestic 
market] but that meant that the other importing countries could not 
import. Again, this was a big disruption in the food supply chain.

Moderator: The digital transformation has gained 
momentum in the chemical industry and has been 
further accelerated by the pandemic. Dr. Jawahery, 
what were some of the projects that were adopted by 
GPIC when it comes to the digital transformation?

Dr. Jawahery: For us COVID has been a digital accelerator. 
Of course, many of us are having to reimagine and reengineer 
experiences, roles and business processes that used to be delivered 
face to face. Plans for digital transformation are being fast-forwarded 
everywhere and by everybody. GPIC has been proactive in digitalizing 
its business processes. The company has been investing in IT 
infrastructure and systems for a number of years and developing 
solutions to automate its processes both related to work and 
applications. But the COVID-19 pandemic took the whole world by 
surprise in a remarkably short time, and GPIC was not immune to it 
either. Still, the company demonstrated resilience and adaptability in 
line with its culture of being proactive, flexible, adaptive and willing to 
change.

Moderator: Having observed the sustainability 
transformation by the industry over the years, can 

you share with us your 
thoughts on how this trend 
is evolving? 

Esin Mete: The industry I think 
had a wake up call with the 
Sustainable Development Goals 
of the United Nations in 2015. 
Dr. Jawahery will remember that 

very well. This was really the wake up call for the industry with the 17 
SGDs established in 2015 to be achieved by 2030 which the industry 
took very seriously. The industry realized that in order to continue its 
license to operate, it had to achieve its production in a sustainable 
manner leaving less carbon footprint into the environment and 
more than that – pay attention to our stakeholders in a much more 
enlarged way. This was a very important shift for me – we moved 
from products to solutions. And who are we going to give these 
solutions to? The farmers. The industry in fact came up with the 
need to support nutrient use management and with this came the 4R 
[approach] – using agri-nutrients in the right time, in the right place, 
from the right source and in the right rate. The 4R approach is still 
being used and spread around the world. 

Dr. Abdulrahman Jawahery, President, GPIC, and Treasurer of the 
GPCA Board of Directors, was joined by Esin Mete, Founder, MT 
Agri-Consulting, in a fireside chat – the newest feature at this year’s 
conference. What follows is a brief summary of the discussion that 
took place. 

Moderator: Can you share the relevant lessons learned 
during the pandemic and how can companies address 
these challenges in the future?

Dr. Jawahery: There are a few 
lessons that have been learned 
from this pandemic. Firstly, that 
partnerships and cooperation 
between producers, marketers, 
transporters and shipping 
agencies, government agencies, 

suppliers of raw materials and even licensors and equipment 
manufacturers are the key to sustainable development. Some of the 
critical lessons that we learned were that when major demand and 
supply disruption occurs, it is imperative to focus on preserving or 
reinventing value chains and supporting [supply chain] diversification. 
This will ensure that there is no delay in the supply chain even during 
critical periods. The pandemic further underscored the need for 
an approach that over the last six years was already implemented 
[namely to] diversify supply chains to a broader area of locations 
away from single source, single region supply. 

We also learned that food security emergencies require very fast 
action followed by long term commitments to maximize the chance 
of success. We recognize that responding to food security issues 
requires a multi sectoral approach. Lastly, the complex food security 
challenges require locally driven innovations. 

Moderator: Can you highlight what are the biggest 
gaps and challenges in the food system?

Esin Mete: As Dr. Jawahery summed up very well, the main 
challenges in the food system I think lie in logistics, labor shortage, 
disruption in trade policies and countries being dependent on each 
other for the food supply chain. The logistics side of the whole 
system has been disrupted significantly. We have seen that because 
of the pandemic, ships were not able to load or unload. Ports were 
closed, access to food, crops and production was hampered and 
on top of that, labor shortage was very imminent. We saw that a lot 
of crops were left to decay and that was really a waste. This meant 
that someone at the other side of the supply chain was faced with 
hunger. 

Governmental or trade polices were another disruption [similarly to 
what] we’ve seen between Washington and Beijing in 2019 or 2020 
when the US stopped exporting soybeans to China. [Trade between 
the two countries was] disrupted and because of the agricultural 
production span you cannot replace it immediately, you have to wait 

HIGHLIGHTS: FIRESIDE CHAT 
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Day two, welcome address

Samir Al-Abdrabbuh, EVP, 
Agri-Nutrients, SABIC and 
Vice-Chairman, GPCA Agri-
nutrients Committee, welcomed 
attendees on the second day 
of the conference. In his special 
address, he warned that the 
world will not be able to meet 
its food production goals 

without agri-nutrients; but it’s the industry’s responsibility to develop 
sustainable products and employ practices that use agri-nutrients 
effectively and efficiently, he added.

Several factors are adding pressure to global food production 
currently. A growing population, demand for more meat, the decline 
of arable land and the global sustainability targets are just some of 
these challenges. At the same time the industry is required to grow 
more food on less available land with increasing water scarcity. 

Achieving higher crop yields with the sustainable use of agri-
nutrients and ensuring fewer nutrient losses to the environment is 
an enormous challenge that the industry must address. With this in 
mind, Al-Abdrabbuh concluded his presentation by stressing on the 
role of innovation in addressing these challenges. 

“Innovation towards high efficiency agri-nutrients such as controlled 
release and water-soluble fertilizers, digitalization and advanced 
farming techniques are altogether helping the industry to become 
more effective, and more sustainable at a time where the issue of 
food security is gaining momentum,” he said. 

Day two, keynote address

Patrick Heffer, Deputy Director 
General, International Fertilizer 
Association (IFA), led the 
keynote session on day two, 16 
September, entitled ‘How will 
advanced farming techniques 
help strengthen the GCC’s self-
sufficiency agenda’. He began 
by sharing a number of key facts 

about the GCC’s agricultural landscape. 

The crop land vs. total area of Arabian Gulf countries is relatively 
small compared to the rest of the world. In the case of Oman, it is 
as low as 0.4% and it can go up to 8% in the case of Kuwait. As far 
as Saudi Arabia is concerned it is 1.7%, Heffer told the audience. In 
most countries, 100% of the crop land is irrigated with the exception 
of Saudi Arabia. 

The region is also characterized by widespread abiotic stresses. The 
main stress is related to water. The soil has largely been depleted 
during the last decades, so it is important to produce “more crop per 
drop of rain”. Heat, salinity and in some cases cold weather are other 
stresses dominating the regional agricultural landscape. Increasing 
the resiliency and efficiency of the farming systems simultaneously is, 
therefore, hugely important. However, it is important to note that this is 
far from straightforward, cautioned Heffer.  

According to Heffer, there is a set of options to improve agricultural 
productivity in the GCC. This includes the so called ‘virtual land and 
water approach’. It involves importing food, especially staple crops 
from abroad as well as acquiring land abroad, which Saudi Arabia 
has done in some parts of the world, particularly in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The second option is the ‘ag tech approach’. This approach 
is about better conserving water, using inputs more efficiently, using 
data-driven farming, controlling the environment, enhancing plant 
physiology and finally, through fully controlled farming. 

The overarching goal for improving food security in the GCC region is 
to enhance resilience and efficiency simultaneously. The application of 
“standard” Best Management Practices (BMPs) for nutrients (including 
the 4R Nutrient Stewardship framework) and water can already make 
a big difference. It can potentially enhance [nutrient] use efficiency 
from 15% to 50%. Fertigation, precision farming, biostimulants and 
vertical farming offer solutions to further optimize water and nutrient 
use efficiency.

The bottom line:

Innovation isn’t only about producing 
better agri-nutrients, but it is about 
improving the way we produce them to 
generate better environmental, economic 
and social outcomes. To achieve this, 
collaboration plays a significant role. 
We must focus on developing the next 

generation of agri-nutrients to boost key nutrients in plants 
and prepare for the next wave of disruption. 

The bottom line:

The GCC will continue to rely on imports 
for staple crops, especially for cereals. 
At the same time, it has a potential to 
grow higher value crops, mostly for the 
regional market. Because of its scarcity 
of resources, the region does not have a 

competitive advantage within the global market. 

There is no single best solution. We must provide a toolbox 
to farmers who can adapt and choose based on their needs. 
The agri-nutrients industry should seize these opportunities 
for diversifying the industry and work with the value chain to 
help support regional farming. 
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The agri-nutrients 
industry showed 
resilience during the 
pandemic

The GCC can achieve food 
security objectives through 
adoption of a multi-pronged 
approach:

•  by increasing the productivity 
of local farmers

•  by reinforcing supply chains 
•  and potentially creating a 

transitional public entity to 
handle food security

In the long run, green 
ammonia appears to have 
attractive economies of 
scale once the technology 
has been developed and 
streamlined

Agri-nutrients producers are 
exploring new models by 
utilizing green/blue ammonia 
opportunities for agriculture, 
power generation and other 
industrial applications

Agri-nutrients 
demand remained 
strong because of 
the industry’s vital 
role in meeting 
food security 
objectives

Collaboration plays 
a key role in 
transitioning to 
sustainable food 
systems

Achieving the 
zero-hunger goal 
can be achieved 
ONLY through 
public-private 
sectors 
partnerships

GLOBAL

REGIONAL 

LEARNINGS SNAPSHOT 
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REGISTERED
DELEGATES 

850+
COMPANIES

340+
COUNTRIES

50+
SPEAKERS

18
SESSIONS

16

CONFERENCE IN NUMBERS

67 
ONLINE AND PRINT

18.5M
AUDIENCE REACH

$18.5M 
AD VALUE EQUIVALENCY 

CONFERENCE IN THE MEDIA 
CONFERENCE ON SOCIAL MEDIA

40+
Number of 

posts

850+
Audience 
growth

5%+
Average 

engageme
nt rate

idcf

“With over 850 participants, GPCA managed to outpace itself on all fronts. 
The is the most successful and informative agri-nutrients conference in decades.”

Dr. Abdulrahman Jawahery, President, GPIC

Re-visit all the social conversation at #GPCAAgriNutrients
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“It was an enriching experience for me and David to join other speakers and exchange our 

views on disruptive technologies in agribusiness. Thank you very much GPCA for bringing such a 

diverse set of leaders together and facilitating the way forward for the agri-nutrients industry.”

Gaurav Sharma, Global Agrochemicals Research Lead, Accenture

MEDIA COVERAGE Description Online 

Link
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“Insightful and topical. The GPCA Agri-Nutrients Conference provided a comprehensive 

overview and outlook of the fast-paced agri-nutrients industry in the Middle East and beyond.”

Richard Ewing, Global Ammonia Market Editor, ICIS

PRINCIPAL SPONSOR DIAMOND SPONSOR

NETWORKING PARTNES

SUPPORTING PARTNERS 

CONFERENCE PARTNERS
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The Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) represents the downstream hydrocarbon industry in the 
Arabian Gulf. Established in 2006, the association voices the common interests of more than 250 member companies 
from the chemical and allied industries, accounting for over 95% of chemical output in the Gulf region. The industry 
makes up the second largest manufacturing sector in the region, producing over US$ 108 billion worth of products a 
year.

The association supports the region’s petrochemical and chemical industry through advocacy, networking and 
thought leadership initiatives that help member companies to connect, to share and advance knowledge, to contribute 
to international dialogue, and to become prime influencers in shaping the future of the global petrochemicals industry.

Committed to providing a regional platform for stakeholders from across the industry, the GPCA manages six working 
committees - Plastics, Supply Chain, Agri-Nutrients formely known as Fertilizers, International Trade, Research and 
Innovation, and Responsible Care - and organizes five world-class events each year. The association also publishes 
an annual report, regular newsletters and reports.

For more information, please visit www.gpca.org.ae

Gulf Petrochemicals & Chemicals Association (GPCA) 
P.O. Box 123055 
1601, 1602
Vision Tower, Business Bay
Dubai, United Arab Emirates 
T +971 4 451 0666
F +971 4 451 0777
Email: info@gpca.org.ae


