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The paper brings out how the strategy and road map have to be developed to 
complete the very challenging world class projects along with the implementation of 
the revamping ones. 

 
Theoretical aspects and the straight implementation of the principles are focused and 
highlighted in order to provide tools to accomplish the different expectations that all 
the involved Entities have in mind to make business and to fulfil commitments. 

 
The framework, into which activities are confined, is considered the base for getting 
results and its dynamic structure the main tool for preparing action plans and 
corrective ones. 
 
Leadership’s attitude and capability to carve out strategies and to provide a sure 
focal point for the Project success are considered. 

 
Examples are made available to make the issue more understandable and familiar.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The development in the recent years of fertilizer industry towards the application of 
economy of scale to new plants through the technology improvements for high 
capacity, has urged Owners to improve their economics by increasing the production 
efficiency and/or outputs.         
 
In this endeavour to maintain a production cost within limits acceptable to the market, 
notwithstanding the sharp increase of gas cost in many areas of the world, Owners 
find good allies among those technology Licensors who have a long experience in 
commissioning and revamping Plants and have developed throughout the years 
schemes and strategies suitable for new challenges. 
 
 
OBJECTIVES TO BE MATCHED 
 
While elaborating the various scenarios applicable to a fertilizer plant, it is very 
important to focalize on the objectives, whose identification can be planned according 
upon the desired improvements.    
 
In case the objective is to improve the plant economics, the applicable scheme will 
be defined in order to minimize the production cost and to maximize the production 
output (the latter is related to the availability of the associated raw materials and 
utilities). 
 
The production cost reduction can be accomplished through modifications aiming at 
decreasing the variable cost (energy saving) as well as decreasing the fixed cost  ( 
schemes that minimize the maintenance and labour costs). 
 
Maximize the production output is the goal of capacity increase, but may also be the 
increase of reliability of the plant in terms of on-stream performance throughout the 
operating year. 
 
While the first is the key objective of new tendency towards jumbo plants, the 
improvement of reliability also depends on other factors like maintenance, quality of 
material, availability of external sources, etc. etc. 
 
Among the objectives to be matched, product quality and emission control are very 
important. 
 
Product quality can be affected by bringing the plant production beyond its nameplate 
capacity, so that independently on the necessity to increase plant output, it is always 
necessary to take it into consideration, often in connection with the variability of 
performances through the year linked to the seasonal changes of ambient conditions. 
 
Emission control is a mandatory requirement in the new plant generation. 
 
Licensors have developed the “zero tolerance” approach to attain total control of 
emissions under any operating conditions.  
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REVAMP PHILOSOPHY 

The approach philosophy applied to the revamp is of utmost importance to obtain the 
desired technical and economical viability of the project. 

In this regard, the first consideration is that the plant, to be revamped, has to be in 
continuous production so that the shut down time required to implement the revamp 
will be minimized. 

Moreover the utility additional consumption has to be inside the capacity of the 
existing facilities, otherwise a further request from the process unit may turn out to 
imply a huge investment cost for the associated utility plants. 

Similarly, also the increase of consumption of raw materials must be in accordance 
with the planned increase of the upstream process plant ( ammonia). 

In any case the revamp has to maintain the specific raw material consumption within 
the actual one or to improve it. 

The same concept is applicable to the product quality since no worsening is ever 
acceptable. 

A central concept in a revamping Project is to maintain the plant operability and 
flexibility. 

The plant is originally designed to perform its task under certain design conditions 
and within reasonable variability of process parameters. 

This is obtained by introducing appropriate design margins in the plant, so that it can 
withstand the variation of operating conditions that may take place: the achievable 
flexibility and operability are characteristics of the applied process technology. 

The revamp philosophy should be based on maintaining as much as possible the 
plant flexibility and operability and , when these have already been trade off for a 
capacity increase, on restoring them. 

All the above goes along with the minimization of the investment cost. 

However all the schemes have to be scrutinized considering that the prevailing factor 
for selection has to be based on cost-benefit analysis. 
 
 
COMMISSIONING PHILOSOPHY 
 
Commissioning a huge fertilizer Complex it means to apply an integration of Entities 
that have to be full aware that only a smooth, comprehensive and proactive links can 
bring to the expected results. 
 
Coordination and planning are two main key elements that have to be clearly kept in 
mind and used as driving forces. 
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The strategy to be adopted has not to be confined only to the execution phase but 
starts from the very beginning and it easy to say that new philosophy has to be 
applied to execute the projects. 
 
The recent fertilizer Projects have shown a tendency to create a merger in between 
the main Contractors to tackle drawbacks based on the magnitude of the economics 
linked to the actual execution of the Projects. 
 
The Client’s expectations and the risks that can derive from the complexities of the 
fertilizer Complex, in terms of material supply, financial package, market crisis, waves 
of unstable political issue, have led to reconsider the capability limited to the single 
Contractor and bring on the table the option of searching for partnership approach. 
 
The globalisation has created waves that sometimes are not under rational control 
and this situation is confined mainly in Countries where the concept of “make system” 
has displaced the single Contractor’s capability in favour of other issues that not 
always are technically and economically understandable but can find justification 
when confined in social corners. 
 
Few Projects can be mentioned to highlight the new trend: 
 
- PROFERTIL Project – Argentina   Contractors: Snamprogetti / Techint 
- OMIFCO Project – Oman               Contractors: Snamprogetti / Technip 
- ENGRO Project – Pakistan            Contractors: Snamprogetti / Descon 
- QAFCO Project – Pakistan            Contractors: Snamprogetti / Hyundai   
 
The synergic approach in between the main Contractors could not be enough if no 
link is established with the Client’s and Shareholder’s capabilities. 
 
It has to be said that the fertilizer Industry is a well mature one as well as the 
technologies to be applied. 
 
In this contest, the Fertilizer Community is a very small Entity and the principal actors 
are well experienced technicians with solid knowledge and know-how that have been 
the result of years of deep involvement. 
 
It should be a no proactive approach to limit or not to consider the opportunity to 
share opinions, to carve out mutual solutions, to make each other a very successful 
team with the same goal. 
 
Beside this vision, there is a fundamental issue that has to be taken in serious 
consideration and tested on a day by day scrutiny and analysis: the mission has 
common ground even if the shores are opposite; the only professor is the Complex to 
be built and the involved Entities are at its service. 
 
It is well understood at the beginning of the project implementation that the success 
of completion of the project would mainly lie with “ the first time right” approach for 
commissioning and very little margin there is for errors and corrections. 
 
Hence the project has to be termed as “COMMISSIONING ORIENTED PROJECT”. 
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The definition is not confined only to the early phase of commissioning strategy and 
to the sequence of activities, but this concept has to be thought during the design 
phase of the Project. 
 
The early identification of the Commissioning Manager and his involvement in the 
process design stage has the great advantage to allow to design the plant to be 
“tailor-made” to the needs of the commissioning activities, foreseeing details and 
systems that should speed up the starting up of the plant. 
 
The more the possibility to envisage the commissioning activities, the more the 
positive outcome in terms of earlier production. 
 
The overview of the needs allows to assure a complete scenario of the different 
systems and units that form the entire Complex and this will forecast the sequence of 
activities that will dictate the steps during the construction phase. 
 
Details, new systems and sequences of construction are the root of success and all 
these are to be identified at the earlier stage of the Project and have to be 
implemented at proper time. 
 
As an example, specific mention is made to the new opportunities available on the 
market for steam blowing activities and cleaning of the auxiliary boiler. 
 
The Commissioning Manager has to be prepared to switch his attention from the 
usual procedures to the new ones available on the market and his knowledge will 
influence positively the sequence of the activities. 
 
It is no more acceptable that the procedures to be adopted were old, not updated, 
and,  above all, time consuming. 
 
Efforts are to be put into action in order to have available the recent achievement in 
the field and technological breakthroughs have to be considered so that the 
Commissioning Manager can coordinate, implement and make all these issues 
familiar in between his structural organisation. 
 
What makes the figure of the Commissioning Manager so important and so 
demanding is the fact that there is no allowance on his doing and so his performance 
is always under deep scrutiny and his outcome are well in front of everybody. 
 
Commissioning a plant it is a very demanding task and more and more ,in the future, 
other commitments will be on his shoulders and under his umbrella. 
 
Few additional tasks are mentioned herebelow: 
 

- Prepare detailed programs, procedures and sequences of start up to be 
reflected in the preparation of the design package. 

- Implement lesson- learned policy to make it an added value to the project. 
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- Create positive and professional approach with the process team to develop a 
mutual understanding and confidence on the recognition of specific roles and 
responsibility. 

- Apply strategy for material selection to improve reliability. 
- Review safety issue on giving recommendation to be implemented during 

design, engineering, construction and start-up phases. 
 
 
The more the complexity of the job, the more effort and unity has to be established in 
between different Entities. 
 
Common understanding, similar vision and mission are to be part of the duty that 
each pivotal figure has to nourish. 
 
The Project Manager and the Technical Manager are to be an integrated team with 
the Site Manager and the Commissioning Manager. 
 
Each of them has to understand that the positive result is not based on the single 
capability but mainly in the process to integrate the attitude, the knowledge and the 
experience. 
 
The team’s performance is not the sum of the single capability but the result of 
integration and understanding. 
 
Getting good players together is easy: getting them to play together is the hard part. 
 
PM, SM, TM and CM represent the team that the Clients has to identify as a group 
where all the members focus on a collective target. 
 
A team does not pull together well when each individual member focus on their own 
target. 
 
The Commissioning Manager, being the ultimate chain of the Project, has to look at 
team dynamics for getting all the efforts under his control, notwithstanding that he 
himself has to be dynamic. 
 
There is a critical point in the execution of the Project where the importance of the 
commissioning activities becomes so huge and impelled that the Commissioning 
Manager has to put the strike to become the leader as decision-maker. 
 
To identify this crucial moment, sometimes, is a question of success or not for the 
outcome of the Project. 
 
The time to switch from construction responsibility to the commissioning one has to 
be careful selected and the sooner the better. 
 
Normally this stage implies a radical change in the organization and the switch 
requires  identification of the pros and cons with the relevant consequences. 
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The number of activities for the Commissioning Manager will increase, proper 
segregation of areas will be considered when the construction phase does not allow 
smooth change-over,  policy of “work permit” will be shifted to the commissioning 
team,  priority of the activities will be dictated by commissioning team as well as the 
responsibility. 
 
Proper commissioning activities will be scheduled on two weeks time to focus on the 
relevant outstanding construction systems to be finished to move on; overlap 
between adjacent stages and homogeneous systems have to be evaluated and 
implemented in order to allow the sequence of the start-up activities.    
 
  
STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT 
 
Strategic Management refers to the managerial process of forming a strong mission-
based vision, setting objectives, crafting strategy, implementing and executing that 
strategy and initiating corrective adjustments to the vision, objectives, strategy and 
implementation that are found necessary. 
 
Strategic management has assumed a critical dimension in recent years due to the 
increased competition resulting from globalization, technology improvements, 
availability of resources, merger and acquisitions among major Companies and the 
rapid changes in the business environment. 
 
For transformational change to be effective, a strategy must be executed with the full 
participation and involvement of the workforce. 
 
The key to this transformation is awareness of the strategy at the centre of the 
management process. 
 
The commissioning phase is the result of activities that have to be performed in such 
a way not to create any negative impact at the crucial moment represented by 
starting-up the Plant.  
 
Do not cut corners and do not compromise on services and commitments represent 
the right approach to avoid waste of time and waste of energy. 
 
All the activities, and the Management play a very crucial role, are to be beneficial to 
the objectives that day by day have to be achieved. 
 
Strategy has to be formulated and implemented. 
 
Key principles are required for building sound strategies: 
 

- Translate strategy to operational terms        
- Make strategy everyone’s everyday job 
- Make strategy a continual process 
- Mobilise change through strong effective leadership 
- Align the organisation to the strategy 

 



- 8 - 

Implementation is what is executed on a daily- weekly-quarterly basis, over time, to 
move ahead with the chosen strategy and realise the objectives. 
 
This task is best performed by devising action plans to implement the strategy. 
 
Now the critical points: 
 

- How can the strategy be accepted, without any compromise by the Client and      
Contractor together? 

- Is the strategy belonging to the Client’s basket or, vice versa, represents a tool 
in the hands of  the sole  Contractor? 

- What makes the strategy a common tool to be shared by Client and 
Contractor?    
          

 
The foundation of all the accomplishment is RELATIONSHIP. 
 
The more the importance of the matters to be dealt with, the more the urgency to 
create a collaboration feeling in order to expand the opportunity for accomplishments. 
 
This is the case where the common understanding is dictating the pace for 
achievements. 
 
Trust, appreciation, respect are factors that have to be characteristics of the 
behaviour to be nourished. 
 
The coordinate action is the driving-force that makes the hurdles flat and easy to 
overcome for getting results. 
 
The Commissioning phase nowadays has to be thought as a time to act positively, 
proactively, refusing to make business as usual; everyday has to mark a 
breakthrough in the business affair in order to remain competitive as top class player. 
 
By the way, these approaches require perfect knowledge of the complexity of the 
Fertilizer Plants. 
 
It is well understood that the Fertilizer Plants, in this case Ammonia and Urea Plants, 
are basically the sum of Units that are correlated, linked and started- up following a 
well defined sequence. 
 
Nevertheless, the single activity for each Unit can be forecasted in such a way to 
save time and to speed- up the starting of the Complex. 
 
Generally speaking, the framework of action plans should be set over two different 
time frames: short term and long term. 
 
The approaches have to be marked by elements of intuition, imagination and 
creativity. 
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This process ensures that a proper structure has to exist to keep pace with the 
strategy. 
 
This structure complies with the issues by relationship, skills, staff and their 
competencies, culture, motivation, communication, logistic resources to share the 
same vision to attain the goals. 
 
While the implementation is in progress, decisions need to be taken in the context of 
closely monitored budgets and time schedules. 
 
The task of reviewing the actual performances, to evaluate the implementation of the 
strategic plan is of critical importance. 
 
The review exercise includes assessment of each process and plan to ensure that 
the actual situation complies with the requirements, the performance has not been 
affected by new developments and that the results are in line with those expected. 
 
In terms of time frame, it is essential that the progress is in keeping with the time 
schedule and milestones established. 
 
If any area examined indicates that there is a deviation from the original plan or there 
is a slip in time, the necessary corrective action needs to be initiated. 
 
In actual practice the difficult task is all the more compounded by difficulties and 
problems that could not have been originally envisaged in the initial scheme. 
 
This requires a workforce to be adequately skilled and trained, to be alert to the 
problems as they arise, or, if possible before they arise or assume dangerous 
proportions. 
 
The same workforce needs to be creative to tackle these problems in the most 
innovative and effective manner. 
 
Only a workforce that is constantly motivated can achieve such results. 
 
The other side of the coin, imply that the review has to be limited to the critical path of 
the Project and that, at certain time, it is necessary to manage and tackle the 
uncertainties by personal experience and to leave apart any preselected tool of 
analysis. 
 
What has to be avoided it is the series of meetings that deal with all the matters and 
great attention has to be paid to the very critical issues that require really 
brainstorming session. 
 
The commissioning phase is very demanding and very crucial. 
 
No postponement is acceptable and every day lost for rectification brings the 
certainty that the production will be delayed accordingly. 
 
 



- 10 - 

CONCLUSION 
 
To be part of the challenging moment of commissioning a fertilizer plant, put all the 
associated Entities in a situation that covers all the story of the plant itself along with 
all the demanding activities that are prerequisite for getting the final product.  
 
Proper timing, commitments, action plans and relationship are the fundamental 
factors that make the commissioning phase a successful one. 
 
The leadership of the Commissioning Manager is of outstanding importance in order 
to cope with the needs that day by day arise. 
 
The organisational aspects are of vital importance and great efforts are always 
requested for making all the technical  departments working at the top of the 
expectation. 
 
The performances are always the result of good management and to create a 
collaborative spirit with the Clients leads to overcome misunderstanding, 
misjudgements and wrong doing. 
 
None can say to be the captain without trust from colleagues, vendors, 
manufacturers and Clients. 
 
It is the role of the Commissioning Manager that has to be underlined to get results.       
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