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Urea trade volumes
slip in 2018

Trade in urea in the top 10 importing countries
worldwide fell by about 1mn t to 29.3mn t in 2018,
according to research by Argus. Shipments to these
countries account for over 60pc of total world trade.
2019 offers mixed prospects for a revival in trade,
writes Argus Nitrogen editor Stephen Mitchell.

unaffordable. Turkish imports recovered from October, but
demand in Australia this year remains weather-dependent.

Deliveries to other markets have expanded to compensate for
some of this fall in demand from the largest importers, but
global urea trade will have fallen or stagnated at best in 2018.

The largest rise in export supply came from Iran, where
exports rose by nearly 900,000t to 4.16mn t in 2018.

On the supply side, the main loser in 2018 was China, which
saw urea exports fall by 2.2mn t to 2.4mn t. But, interestingly,
the profitability of the Chinese industry improved in 2018,
despite lower exports.

In fact, urea trade has not grown since 2015, when imports to
the US started to shrink because of new capacity coming into
operation in the country.

Top 10 urea importers

US imports fall by a third

’000t
2015

2016

2017

2018

US

8,091

7,142

6,091

5,400

India

9,908

7,086

5,476

6,334

Brazil

2,850

3,958

5,425

5,561

Turkey

1,570

2,261

2,811

2,206

The other two countries where imports shrank significantly in
2018 were Turkey and Australia, but for differing reasons.

Thailand

2,044

2,283

2,610

2,440

Australia

1,792

2,331

2,169

1,791

Australia imported record quantities in 2016 and 2017, when
weather conditions were extremely favourable, whereas
2018 saw dry conditions in the eastern states and a return to
previous levels of importing.

Mexico

1,488

1,790

1,892

1,800

France

1,446

1,646

1,782

1,698

Bangladesh

1,148

1,048

1,200

1,300

South Africa

663

878

923

809

31,000

30,423

30,379

29,339

US imports fell again in 2018, to an estimated 5.4mn t, and
have now fallen by about a third since their peak in 2015.

Turkish imports fell by about 600,000t, or just over a fifth,
mainly because of the impact of a mid-year financial crisis,
which saw a credit crunch and the lira fall, making imports
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2019 outlook mixed

The prospects for renewed growth in trade in 2019 are mixed.
The full impact of increased US production has probably
worked its way through the market, and imports should be
sustainable at current levels — year-to-date imports for the
2018-19 season in the US are ahead of the same time last year.
Indian imports are likely to shrink because of the start-up of
Chambal’s new plant and the restart of production at
Nagarjuna. These should add 1.5mn t to Indian production in
2019. Some sales growth is possible, but it appears the import
requirement will fall by at least 1mn t.

Plant closures to raise Brazilian imports

Brazilian imports have grown massively since 2016 and are
firmly established above 5.5mn t/yr.
The closure of two prilled urea units in the northeast of the
country in January could add 600,000-700,000 t/yr to import
demand, but importers do not anticipate much overall growth
in agricultural demand in 2019.

South African imports are expected to fall further in 2019
owing to high carry-over stocks from a drought-affected
harvest in 2018.
The other major markets are either mature or too weather or
finance dependent to predict at this stage.
Export supply increases in 2019 will come mainly from
central Asia — about 2mn t/yr of new capacity started up in
Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan in December. Producers are still
working out the logistics of moving their product to market,
and the impact of the new supply will be felt increasingly as
the year progresses.
New plants are also scheduled to start production in Egypt
and Iran in the second half of 2019, adding a further 600,000
t/yr and 1.3mn t/yr to capacity, respectively, which could
boost export supply.

Contact us

If you would like to discuss our nitrogen market analysis
in more detail, please contact us at:
fertilizer@argusmedia.com

Comprehensive forecast data and analysis
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The Argus Nitrogen service is your trusted source for weekly
worldwide nitrogen fertilizer developments.
The service also features downloadable market data published in
spreadsheet format, available through our Argus Direct platform.
Data includes:
European urea imports
India urea tenders
US UAN imports
US UAN exports
US ammonium sulphate imports
US ammonium sulphate exports
UAN solutions imports - top 10 countries
UAN solutions exports - top 10 countries
Ammonium sulphate imports - key markets
US urea import lineup
US solid urea imports
US urea imports by port district

Argus Urea Analytics
Annual strategic report
Quarterly price forecasts
Bi-annual data updates

Argus Nitrogen:

500+

production
units

For more information, visit:

www.argusmedia.com/argus-urea-analytics

For more information visit:

www.argusmedia.com/fertilizer/argus-nitrogen
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