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A number of new plants and capacity expansions in recent years in the con-
tainer and float glass sectors has made the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region a global hotspot for the glass industry. Seema Gahault reports.

MENA was once heavily dependent 
on imports of container and float 
glass but has almost achieved self-

sufficiency in terms of glass production if 
considered on a regional basis. 

While low energy cost has been one of 
the most strategic advantages for MENA’s 
glass producers, this article discusses the 
availability and cost of raw materials. 

Glass production requires a number of 
raw materials in various quantities. Silica 
sand, soda ash, limestone, dolomite, 
alumina and other raw materials are 
used in different proportions to produce 
container and float glass. 

While silica sand is the major 
component for glassmaking, soda ash (for 
easier melting), limestone (for durability), 
dolomite (for weathering properties) 
and alumina (for strength, thermal and 
chemical resistance) are added in varying 
proportions to produce glass of a desired 
quality. 

Silica sand, which forms about 70-72% 
of the total volume of batch and soda ash 
with a volume of 12-14% are two of the 
most critical raw materials due to volume 
and value associated with each of them. 

Availability and cost of these two raw 
materials in the proximity of a glass 
manufacturing plant is perhaps one of 
the most critical factors in controlling 
the total cost of glass production in any 
country or region.  

In addition to these two critical raw 
materials, limestone, dolomite and 
alumina are important.  

Though, availability and cost of these 
raw materials is not as critical as the two 
mentioned in the above paragraph, but, 
availability in proximity at the right 
price provides any glass producer with 
an advantage, as limestone and dolomite 
form about 12-14% of the batch volume. 

Overview 
Barring the UAE, all countries in the 
MENA region have sizable resources of 
silica sand suitable for glassmaking and 
high quality limestone and dolomite. 
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Company Location Country Installed Capacity

RAK Guardian Glass Ras Al Khaima UAE 700 tonnes per day

Saudi Guardian Glass Jubail Saudi Arabia 800 tonnes per day

Obeikan Glass Company Yanbi Industrial City Saudi Arabia 800 tonnes per day

Arabian United Float Glass Company Yanbu Saudi Arabia 600 tonnes per day

Saint-Gobain Glass Egypt Ain El Sohkhna Egypt 900 tonnes per day

Sphinx Glass Sadat City Egypt 600 tonnes per day

Egyptian Glass Company Ash Sharqiyah Egypt 400 tonnes per day

Cairo Glass 10th of Ramadan City Egypt 240 tonnes per day

Total    5,040 tonnes/day

� Table 1. Float Glass producers in the MENA region.

This  provides companies with a 
competitive edge in attaining low 
cost production compared to their 
counterparts in other parts of the globe.

However, the availability and cost 
of soda ash has been a headache for 
the region’s container and float glass 
producers for a long time. It is a region 
with a rich chemical industry history but 
soda ash is not available in the required 
volumes in most countries in the region. 

The proximity of the region to some of 
the larger soda ash producers does make 
it easier for glass producers to source soda 
ash from these countries. 

Soda Ash
Glass producers in the Middle East 
and North Africa have faced a soda ash 
demand supply mismatch for several 
years. The region has imported about 
90% of its domestic needs from a number 
of countries since the closure of Solvay’s 
soda ash plant in Egypt in 2016

Overall demand in the MENA region 
was 1.84 million tonnes in 2016. 
Conservative market studies indicate that 
the demand for soda ash in the Middle 
East and North Africa will be 2.35 million 
tonnes annually by 2023. 

Some of the large soda ash producers 
in neighbouring countries such as India, 
Pakistan, Iran and Turkey supply much of 
the glass industry demand. 

The UAE and Saudi Arabia also import 
soda ash from USA, which is another large 
natural soda ash producer. 

In 2017, UAE imported 89,000 metric 
tonnes of soda ash for US$14.3 million 
(Source: USGS), while Saudi Arabia 
imported 73,000 metric tonnes of the 
material for US$11.6 million. 

A new soda ash production plant in 
Saudi Arabia in the coming months is 
expected to ease the supply situation to 
some extent. 

The Saudi Arabian business, IDEA Soda 
Ash and Calcium Chloride Company 
(ISACC), is in the process of setting up 
a production plant in Yanbu Industrial 
City. It is considered the first of its kind 
in the Gulf, the largest in the Middle 
East and North Africa and will have an 
installed capacity to produce 300,000 
tonnes of soda ash. 

The project will be owned and managed 
by Ino Chem (Khair Inorganic Chemical 
Industries Company) – a Saudi closed 
joint stock company.

According to Abdul Aziz Yahya Al-
Muaiyyad of ISSAC: “Soda ash demand 
in Saudi Arabia in 2017 was 627,000 
tonnes. Upon the commercial start of the 
new plant, we will be able to meet a large 
proportion of total soda ash demand in 
the kingdom. 

“The new project is a part of the 
kingdom’s strategy to maximise 
investment in non-oil national resources 
and diversify income sources.”

The Egyptian glass industry imports 
most of its demand from Turkey and 
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Kenya. Soda ash producer Solvay 
suspended production at its Alexandria 
plant in Egypt in early 2016. 

The company said the plant’s 
profitability had been declining since 
2014 when a gas price increase of 2.5 
times outweighed the company’s efforts 
to improve production performance 
through lower energy consumption and 
increased operational efficiency. 

Solvay had acquired a 100% equity of 
this plant from Egyptian state-owned 
Alexandria Sodium Carbonate Co (ASCC) 
for 760 million Egyptian pounds (US$136 
million) in 2008.  

Silica sand
Silica sand accounts for about 12-14% 
(depending on the region) of the total 
batch cost in the glass industry, but its 
availability in the proximity of a glass 
production site is a priority for any 
manufacturer. Most MENA countries – 
apart from UAE - have ample resources of 
silica sand suitable for glassmaking. 

UAE imports a huge amount of silica 
sand for its domestic glass industry. 

In 2016, 760,000 tonnes of silica sand 
worth US$40 million was imported 
mostly from Saudi Arabia (88%) and Egypt 
(10%) (Source: UN Comtrade Database). 

Potential silica sand deposits suitable 
for the glass industry exist in Abu Dhabi 
with high silica (SiO2) and low iron (Fe2O3) 
contents. The completion of the Etihad 
Rail network (phase II and III) through 
the UAE will make this more attractive as 
it would enable rapid and cost effective 
transport to the glass producers in the 
Emirates. 

In Saudi Arabia, technically there is 
no shortage of high-grade silica sand 
deposits, but they are located about 
1000km from Jeddah industrial city, 
the main glass production centre in the 
country. It means transportation costs are 
formidable. 

There are several low-grade silica sand 
deposits near Jeddah, but they require 
modernisation to provide raw materials 
acceptable for the glass industry.

The abundant availability of silica sand 
suitable for glassmaking is one of the most 
competitive strengths of the Egyptian 
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Company Location Country Installed Capacity

Al Tajir Glass Jabel Ali UAE 320 tonnes per day

Jabel Ali Container Glass Jabel Ali UAE 360 tonnes per day

RAK Ghani Glass LLC Ras Al Khimah UAE 110  tonnes per day

Gulf Glass Manufacturing Company Kuwait City Kuwait 310 tonnes per day

Majan Glass Sohar Oman 250 tonnes per day

Mahmood Saeed Glass Industry Company Jeddah Saudi Arabia 360 tonnes per day

National Company for Glass Industries Riyadh Saudi Arabia 240 tonnes per day

Saudi Arabian Glass Company Limited Jeddah Saudi Arabia 650 tonnes per day

Arab Pharmaceutical Glass Attaka Egypt 500 million containers/y

Kandil Glass 10th of Ramadan City Egypt 410 tonnes per day

Misr Glass Manufacturing Company Qaluibeya Egypt 380 tonnes per day

Middle East Glass Manufacturing Company Nasr City Egypt 250 tonnes per day

Misr Café Glass Al Shrqeya Egypt 110 tonnes per day

National Company for Glass & Crystal Sharkia Egypt 90 tonnes per day

Saudi Canadian Glass Company 6th of October City Egypt 60 tonnes per day

United Container Manufacturing Company 10th of Ramadan city Egypt 140 tonnes per day

Wadi Glass Sadt City Egypt 340 tonnes per day

Total    4,380 tonnes per day

� Table 2. Major container glass producers in MENA region.

glass industry. The important locations 
of white sands in Egypt are distributed 
in Sinai, the Northern part of the Eastern 
Desert, and in the Western Desert. 

Some of the most important of these 
are Wadi Qena and Wadi El-Dakhl (El-
Zaafarana) located in the Northern part 
of the Eastern Desert and El-Maadi, and 
Gebel El-Gunnah in Sinai. 

The total reserves in these areas exceed 
three billion tonnes of silica sand, which 
fulfill glass industry specifications. 

Limestone and Dolomite
Most of the countries in the MENA region 
have significant resources of various 
grades of limestone and dolomite. 

Glass producers in the region are 
able to source these minerals from their 
domestic markets.

Saudi Arabia meets the domestic 
glass industry demand and also exports 
to the region. It has several large-
scale downstream processors for these 
minerals. Until recently, the UAE’s 
limestone and dolomite resources were 
worked to produce low value construction 
aggregate, with little production of high-
purity products. 

In 2008, the UAE imported more than 
200,000 tonnes of high purity limestone 
and dolomite valued at over US$20 
million to meet industrial demand for 
glass and other sectors. 

The British Geological Survey (BGS) 
carried out studies (during 2008 to 
2011) to assess the potential of the UAE 
to produce high-purity limestone and 
dolomite. A total of 65 sites for limestone 
and six locations for dolomite were 
identified. These facilities have started 
to produce and process the materials for 
the glass industry. UAE imported 60,000 
tonnes of dolomite in 2016 from Iran, 
Jordan, Greece, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and 
Turkey (Source: UN Comtrade Database). 

Bani Khalid in Samalout, North Sinai 
and Abu Rawash are where limestone and 
dolomite are available in Egypt.  �

�  Soda ash is a crucial element in glassmaking.

� Ciner’s Kazan site plays a vital role in supplying 

glassmakers with soda ash.  

� The Kazan site is based in Turkey, a geograph-

ically strategic area for soda ash supply.
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