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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Frankly, I was not sympathetically inclined, a year or so ago, to the proposal to write a book about INEOS’s first twenty years. It had undertones of self-indulgence written all over it, it risked being a hostage to fortune, and, if one is at all superstitious, then telling the world publicly how wonderful we have been over two exciting decades has all the hallmarks of the kiss of death!

         So, no, I wasn’t enthusiastic. Nor were John and Andy, my two colleagues and lifetime friends.

         So how come the U-turn? Did vanity ultimately win the day?

         Here I struggle a little. We – John, Andy and myself – have enjoyed a most extraordinary twenty years, which has seen INEOS grow from a small obscure chemical company in Antwerp to, quite frankly, a colossal enterprise today. Now we have chemical plants the size of the City of London. We have over 100 chemical sites worldwide. We have annual sales of $60 billion, comparable to the GDP of a medium-sized country. We produce 50 million tonnes of chemicals and 50 million tonnes of oil and oil products. We own 1 billion barrels of oil still in the ground. We have eight tankers shuttling shale gas from America to Europe. We have a car company, a clothes company and a football club, not to mention my hotel business. It’s difficult to keep up sometimes. Last year every single business in INEOS beat its budget. Our safety record is genuinely world-class. Profits hit $7 billion in 2017.

         So, is the story worth telling? Who knows? But John, Andy and I were lobbied persistently and, ultimately, we weakly relented.

         To accomplish what we have in such a short timeframe requires taking some risk. We have experienced some strong headwinds on our journey (some might say cyclonic is a better description!) and many moments are indelibly seared into memory. All of this will, hopefully, make interesting reading.

         There has never been a dull moment. It has been an absorbing time and tremendous fun, in the main. We weathered the crisis in 2008, no thanks to Gordon Brown, but our ship was close to foundering. We stood our ground with the unions in Grangemouth four years ago and, ultimately, saved Grangemouth and many thousands of jobs. Today, Grangemouth is tremendously successful, but it teetered for weeks on the verge of closure. And we brought US shale to Europe, whose stubborn refusal to entertain such a cost-effective energy source threatened the whole European chemical industry when oil was over $100 per barrel. Exciting times. Although I admit it has been exciting in a ‘manufacturing’ sense. I was born in the heart of industrial revolution territory and I suppose it runs in my blood. I believe we benefit if we actually make some of the goods we buy rather than just sell services. And, just as importantly, much of the northern economy in Britain depends on manufacturing jobs which today are few and far between. Britain has its own rust belt, as America did before its shale revolution resolved a lot of that. I’m optimistic we could do the same here. 

         It’s traditional to offer thanks in such a book as this, and INEOS has cause to be grateful to many people who helped it along the way, but we certainly wouldn’t be where we are today without John Reece and Andy Currie. Both clever chaps from Cambridge, unlike like my humble red-brick, they share my northern values, hailing from Sunderland and Doncaster grammar schools respectively. We work closely together. We almost always reach a consensus when important decisions come our way and, likewise, they both enjoy good humour. Northern values include hard work, good manners, grit, rigour and an essential sense of humour, with wit as a bonus. Life is short!

         My family, I am told, has endured the occasional bout of grumpiness from my direction – I am sure only on a microscopic level and exceedingly infrequently – but has given much support and helped keep my feet firmly planted on the ground. The family always come first, and we make this message clear throughout INEOS.

         I am fortunate in that I can switch off, so family holidays offer a real rest. My father once said that there is little point worrying about things you can do nothing about. It was good advice.

         So, for better or worse, here follows the tale of INEOS.

         
             

         

         Jim Ratcliffe

April 2018 

      

   


   
      
         
            FOREWORD BY PROFESSOR SIR ANDREW LIKIERMAN

         

         Professor Sir Andrew Likierman was dean of London Business School between 2009 and 2017. Educated at the University of Vienna and Balliol College, Oxford, Andrew’s career has spanned the public and private sectors as well as many years in academic life. In the public sector he has been an official in the Cabinet Office and the Treasury, non-executive chairman of the National Audit Office, and a director of the Bank of England among other posts. Roles in the private sector include director of Barclays plc and non-executive director of Times Newspapers. Andrew taught Jim Ratcliffe during his MBA at London Business School in 1978.

         
             

         

         There is something irresistible about the story of a plucky upstart making good. Even better, this story is real life. And in an entrepreneurial world dominated by services and high-tech, INEOS is a sighting of that rarest of birds, the highly successful UK manufacturing entrepreneur. 

         There’s always a danger of companies writing their own stories, as Jim frankly acknowledges. This is also a story still very much in the making, with major developments in recent years including building a fleet of tankers in China to bring US shale gas to the UK, buying North Sea oil fields and pipelines, and – planning and public opinion permitting – fracking. More are on the way.

         But even if it’s mid-story, there are good reasons to tell it. INEOS is now a force in international petrochemical and energy supply, including the North Sea. Its operations in Scotland alone make it a significant national player. But as a private company it has to provide less information than those that are listed and this book gives a context for those who want the background to INEOS. The company is also proud of what it has achieved, and wants to share where it comes from and what it has done. Then there are some real insights for those wanting to learn from others, and understand what it takes in terms of risks and rewards, inspiration and perspiration, to turn dreams into reality.

         The obvious question from a success story of this magnitude is: why INEOS, and why not so many of the hopefuls who started at the same time, full of enthusiasm, most of whom will have failed? While each start-up is different and each entrepreneur has his or her own strengths and weaknesses, there are certainly some lessons from INEOS for tomorrow’s aspiring entrepreneurs to think about, including those a world away from manufacturing.

         First, there is the combination of technical and managerial professionalism. The management team are a group who understand their fields and can apply their knowledge and experience. The combination of detailed technical knowledge with professional management has been crucial in overcoming challenges to build the business. All too often a great idea fails because there are not the management skills to turn it into a viable enterprise and it isn’t an accident that, contrary to so many other cases, a high proportion of INEOS acquisitions have been successful. The logic of acquiring underperforming assets has been backed up by the skills and ability to make them perform. But while the basis of the company’s fortunes has been turning the oil majors’ unloved chemical plant into highly profitable operations, the lateral moves to other energy fields in recent years show that the professionalism is not confined to making the original concept work.

         Another key factor is the advantage that has come from continued private ownership. This is most evident in two contradictory aspects of speed: the ability to take decisions quickly, combined with the opportunity to be patient without being pushed by the capital markets. It is also clear that these freedoms have come at the cost of increased risk that comes with reliance on debt in troubled times.

         Then there is the management culture. Most important is a lack of complacency – the one characteristic I have found common to well-managed organisations throughout my own working life. At INEOS this is combined with openness, a lack of pomposity and a down-to-earth approach. In Lancashire parlance, spades are called bloody shovels. Management of risk has also been crucial. INEOS is a company which has taken huge risks in terms of the sheer scale of acquisitions, the moves to new spheres of operation and geographic spread. This is ‘Boys Own’ stuff, with bold moves followed by testing times. Anyone who wants to know how resilient you need to be in a crisis should read Chapter 5 on the rocky road through the financial crisis, and Chapter 8 on the Grangemouth showdown.

         Finally, there is the leadership. The company has the character of the founders all over it – the managerial and technical professionalism, the lack of complacency and the management of risk are not accidents. ‘The tone from the top’ is often cited as a reason why companies fail. Here it is very much the basis of INEOS’s success, with all the above qualities allied to a clear strategy and values, and with a deep commitment to the business. It also reflects the founders’ northern grit and pragmatism, allied to experience on the ground in manufacturing and finance. Jim Ratcliffe has a combination of qualifications in chemical engineering, management accountancy and from business school, and it shows.

         Leadership has also meant teamwork. While Jim is the leading shareholder, driving force and public face of the company, INEOS is not a one-man band. The founders remain the shareholders, and the fact that turnover among the senior team is so low is a sign of the strength of a group of colleagues working together to make things happen.

         One factor not on the above list is luck. Every new enterprise needs some, and those who are lucky understandably want to take the credit for what follows. In the case of INEOS, it could be said that their ambitions coincided with the desire of the oil majors to divest their petrochemical operations, but without the skill to pull the operations round, the fortune of timing would have been irrelevant. They were definitely not lucky in the timing of the financial crisis so soon after acquiring such a huge slug of their assets. So overall, they can’t be said to have relied on luck, other than in Pasteur’s sense that ‘fortune favours the prepared mind’.

         What next? As ever, the only thing that can be said with certainty about the next twenty years is that they won’t be like the last twenty. I’ve no doubt they will be full of excitement, but INEOS starts Year 21 as a world player in the publicly sensitive area of energy, not a hopeful start-up. There are positions to defend as well as new areas to conquer. New skills and qualities will be called on. The balance of interests of the founders may change, and in due course they will need to think about succession.

         There will be a lot more scrutiny. This is where the culture of the company is so crucial. The flexibility, open-mindedness and lack of complacency will be essential in maintaining the ability of the company to thrive.

         The remarkable achievements of INEOS can be seen as an outstanding example of the excitement and gloom, the fun and the angst of entrepreneurship. This book has plenty of food for thought for those wanting to follow this company’s example. Or those who just want a good story.

         
             

         

         Professor Sir Andrew Likierman

April 2018

      

   


   
      
           

         
            To my mother and father, Alan and Marie

         

      

   


   
      
         

            JIM RATCLIFFE ON INEOS

         

         Before writing this opener, I circulated a note around the top thirty senior execs in INEOS, asking them for their uninhibited and personal reflections on why INEOS has been so successful in such a relatively short time span. Consequently, the insight that follows is a blend of my own views and those of the movers and shakers in INEOS who have experienced this remarkable growth first hand. There are many occasions in this chapter when I am unable to match the clarity of thought of these executives, in which case I use their exact words rather than mine, and these can be identified by passages in italics.

         Let’s begin at the top, so to speak. I have known and respected and worked with John and Andy for twenty-five years. We are good friends. Twenty-five years is a long time never to have had an argument, but it’s a fact. We have had our differences and debates over the years but never a sour word. We have never had a 2:1 vote. We have never had a vote!

         We all grew up in modest surroundings in the north of England: John in Sunderland, Andy in Doncaster and me in Manchester and Hull. All three of us were educated at grammar schools when education was sensible and grounded in common sense, subjects were evenly split between sciences and arts, you got your ear clipped if you misbehaved, you stood up and showed respect when the teacher entered the classroom and joyously you could play oodles of sport! John and Andy went off to Cambridge and I had a choice of Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester and Imperial College (London) to read chemical engineering. Birmingham was good for sport!

         So, we shared similar upbringings – which came with similar values. A work ethic was required to rise from these modest beginnings. An appreciation of the value of money was naturally acquired. None of us had any! A grounding in common sense was quite normal where we came from. A sense of humour, or, more accurately, a need for humour, is present in us all. Les Dawson always said that humour was related to adversity – the Geordies, the Liverpudlians, the Mancunians, we collectively enjoy a good laugh. Seldom does a board meeting start without some banter, generally football-related. I simply cannot cope with a dry board meeting. I lose the will to live. We (I think) are approachable. We don’t have airs and graces. We are not particularly PC. In the USA, we would have been shut down years ago. We don’t enjoy politics, or bureaucracy, or bullshit. We do like honesty, good manners, directness and normal people. That said, we can equally tolerate quirkiness. We are not impressed by a suit and tie and we don’t expect people to stay late if there is no necessity, just to put on a show.

         I believe that the three of us are highly complementary. John does the finance stuff with great professionalism. I have not met his equal. I fluff around at the top and think about strategy and deals, and some of my guiding principles of safety, rigour and ensuring the right people are in the right roles – that sort of thing! Last but not least, Andy is peerless in picking up the pieces (usually, in fact, almost always my pieces!) and making the organisation tick smoothly. Again, I have not met his equal.

         So, there goes the John and Andy bit. We are good mates, we are all driven, and we stick by each other.

         I like structure, so I’ll use headings in attempting to describe the INEOS ‘mojo’ and why INEOS has achieved success.

         SUCCESS

         I asked the execs, ‘What made INEOS so successful?’ But firstly, let’s ask whether it has been successful. I happen to think it has. In spades. That said, I could have a bias! Before we examine the question, it’s worth saying that I can categorically state I had no vision at the beginning of INEOS’s life in 1998 of what INEOS was to become, or what it might achieve. Not that, in reality, it would have much occupied my mind twenty years ago, as it would have constituted ‘dreaming’, and I don’t indulge in that.

         We have around 100 chemical sites, most with multiple chemical plants. Some are the size of the City of London, and they can be found in most corners of the world. We are fully international, from Korea and China to the UK, Germany and the USA, and many more in between. Our sales level at $60 billion is the same as a small- to medium-sized country such as Bulgaria, Costa Rica, Uzbekistan or Tanzania. On a sales basis, we would be 118th in the current Forbes list, on profits number 99. We are one of the top five chemical companies in the world. We are the size of Facebook plus McDonald’s combined. We are the largest petrochemical company in Europe. We have one of the largest and most successful chemical plants in North America. We supply one in ten households in the UK with gas. By bringing shale gas from America, we rescued Grangemouth, the largest manufacturing facility in Scotland. We may yet rescue the likes of the Defender. It feels like we are the only organisation to recognise that shale might just revive manufacturing in the north of England. We made $7 billion of profit (EBITDA) last year. Not bad for twenty years’ work, in my view. So, what characteristics helped us achieve these milestones?

         ORGANISATION

         There are many different forms of organisation, varying massively in the levels of centralisation that you might find, and the levels of complexity. There is no right answer and different forms of organisation can be made to work. BASF and Exxon are diametrically opposite to INEOS in that they are highly centralised, and yet they work well – they are both large and successful companies.

         I have a pathological aversion to matrix-oriented, centralised organisations. I like simplicity, accountability; no-place-to-hide, direct, clear organisations. We operate a federal structure with a tiny head office.

         A federal structure means that each business is fully responsible for all its functions – IT, HR, communications, banking, legal, tax, etc. Head office simply has one senior exec for each of these functions to ensure a sensible level of consistency across the group. We expect individual business functions such as IT, for instance, to share best practice across the group, which they will do by regular meetings – say, once a quarter. They must always look for what is best for their business. We have no interests in jealousies, reluctance to share or behaviour that doesn’t extract best value for INEOS. It needs team players who behave like owners. Politics stand out a mile and simply aren’t tolerated. 

         A federal structure ensures that communication from the top descends directly into the organisation without filtration through head office. It means that a feeling of ownership propagates in each business. CEOs and boards are fully accountable for their business success and strategy in their entirety.

         
            For me the federated structure really is the difference maker in INEOS. I worked for Mobil Oil and BASF prior to INEOS, and never felt completely in control of the business with so many services and costs coming in from head office. In INEOS, we have the ability to control all the levers of the business to focus the business in the right direction, and also to control all the costs of the business to meet our objectives. You truly get to act as an entrepreneur vs. other business structures. – Kevin

            
                

            

            It also means that the delegation of responsibility and authority that we gives inspires poeple, and for those that stay they step up to the mark and thrive on it. – Jonny

            
                

            

            It means that in our minds we own the business and run it and care for it as if it’s our own. – Paul

            
                

            

            It means management must own an idea from cradle to grave, which instils a level of focus, ownership and understanding that is lacking in many of our competitors. – Rob

            
                

            

            Each business with its own bank accounts, legal structures and very limited functional oversight allows for clarity of costs and purpose through everything that we do. And we do this while maintaining a strong corporate governance. – Mike 

            
                

            

            Once the shock of being ‘INEOSed’ was over (corporate credit cards cut in two, delegations rolled right back to board level, laser focus on costs, etc.), I could start to see a simplicity in the business model which was supremely satisfying. – John

            
                

            

            The separate (federal) business structure combines with a genuine board responsible for performance. Many companies run a ‘business unit’ structure but they aren’t really fully responsible as they don’t have all the levers under their control. Much is ‘outsourced’ to internal (and indeed external) functions within the wider company. – Simon

            
                

            

            As to organisation, it’s lean; communication lines are short and decision-making is quick. As a result, the strategies of businesses are clear and uncomplicated. People are rewarded for pushing the boundaries. – Ian

            
                

            

            INEOS’s very limited head office function, separate businesses running independently from each other and the board empowered to make decisions, is very powerful – and drives ownership. – Franck

         

         PEOPLE

         Business starts and ends with people. Running a business requires an endless stream of decisions, and a few critical decisions on the way. People make these. And the success of the business depends on getting most of these decisions right. Not all, but most.

         I could tell you that success in chemicals is down to having world-class assets at world-class scale in the world’s key markets. Which it is, of course. But really that is stating the obvious. The clever bit is getting to this point. I have long said that buying the world’s most expensive football players is not difficult. You just need to be able to read a newspaper and write a large cheque. Finding  the world’s best players of tomorrow is a much tougher ask, and creates much more value – and, for that matter, satisfaction.

         So, getting back to people. And another football analogy. Why do football teams win at home more often than away from home? The pitch is the same size, as is the ball, and grass is grass. It is simply proof in my mind that the disposition of people – the atmosphere, the psychology – affects performance. At INEOS, I believe we do have a supportive environment. We thrive on challenges. We enjoy a laugh. We get a buzz from success. People work hard and play hard. And why shouldn’t they? It gets the best from life. On the back of this positive energy INEOS has prospered enormously, as have many of the individuals who work here.

         SAFETY

         Safety comes first in INEOS. And it’s not just lip service. We hold some twenty board meetings (ExCos), one for each subsidiary, each month, that both Andy and myself attend. The first item on the agenda is always safety. Not just personal safety, but process safety, too.

         We operate in a potentially hazardous industry. We deal with materials that are flammable, explosive and toxic. We operate at high temperatures and high pressures which exacerbate risk. Intense attention to safety is our licence to operate. Nothing may come before this priority in our industry.

         It is mandatory for each board in INEOS to report key safety metrics each month. The detail is such that Andy and myself are aware of the safety performance of each and every business down to details, which means any overdue maintenance inspection, any loss of containment (i.e. spill), any recordable injury to a person, any HiPo (high potential incident), any major alarm activation, any transport injury or contractor injury. This is very granular detail in a business as large as INEOS.

         We have seven life-saving rules in INEOS, including no smoking on site, that persons working at height must be tied on, no consumption of alcohol and no safety interlocks to be disconnected without authorisation.

         We have a simple overarching rule here, too. If you break a life-saving rule, you will be dismissed. They are there because they save lives, and so we are black and white on this matter. We also have a site RED list. These are sites that are not operating at our required safety standards and therefore carry a risk we believe is unacceptable and has to be fixed. If the site cannot fix them, and they are given time, they will be closed down, because safety comes before profit and money.

         
            Every company has the equivalent, but in my experience they don’t enforce them. They typically create the rules with great fanfare and glitzy promotion. Then someone breaks one and they create a ‘three strikes and you’re out’ rule. If it’s a life-saving rule, why would you allow someone to create the potential for fatality three times before you escort them off the site? – Simon

            
                

            

            Many companies have a strong focus on safety, but many limit that discussion to personnel safety. One of the aspects that I’m most proud about is that we have a discussion in every ExCo about process safety as well – High Potential incidents, inspections, Losses of Containment, asset care and integrity – and other items to ensure that we are maintaining the plants and equipment to the standards that we have established. It is critical to not just the safety of our employees and our communities, but it is our licence to operate and ends up being good business as well. – Mike 

            
                

            

            For a newcomer, the approach to safety and operational performance was demonstrably superior to the companies with the glossy brochures, because it was clear from the owners down that this was the number one priority. – Graham

            
                

            

            Not many companies would have had their owners visit an asset, declare it unacceptable, instigate a programme and then, in the space of a few weeks, roll it out across the whole company, at the same time making it a bonus metric. I could see this either never being something that a chairman of other companies would be interested in or, if they were, it would go off into a central function that would spend a year developing something then another year implementing it! – Simon

         

         ACQUISITIONS

         We have made many acquisitions over the years, large and small. And they have contributed to much of our growth. But we have broken the mould, or at the very least challenged the mould, so to speak, in that 80 per cent of our acquisitions have been successful. Maybe more. Conventional wisdom would say that, typically, 80 per cent of acquisitions fail. Forecasts become inflated, prices get frothy and not enough rigorous analysis is carried out. The main reason for failure, though, is that the buyer wants it too much.

         INEOS is happy to pay a fair price. We are not what are known as ‘bottom fishers’. If it’s fair then both buyer and seller get a sensible deal. On occasion, the price will inflate due to strong demand, at which point we will bow out. Or it may be that when subjected to rigorous analysis all is not what it seemed to be, or the Sword of Damocles is hanging over its head in some form. Again, we will retreat to the sidelines.

         Having the strength to walk away from a deal is helped by having choices. We look at lots of deals. I remember from my venture capital days the phrase ‘the more deals you look at, the better deals you do’. This gives you better perspective and less tendency to get wedded to a transaction.

         In our early days, commodity chemicals (most petrochemicals) were generically unpopular in the public markets because of their cyclicality and the analysts’ inability to forecast quarterly results. Which meant they (the analysts) didn’t look good! In reality, commodity chemicals give a good return over the cycle. But sometimes you have to wait a bit. Today, the markets are a little more sophisticated. As a consequence, in the past, transactional prices for these businesses tended to be modest as the buyer spectrum was constrained. And thus it came to pass that for many years we mopped up unfashionable, unsexy, commodity and bulk chemical businesses for attractive, or at the very least fair, prices.

         More recently, we have looked to oil and gas deals, as the chemicals arena has become overpriced and oil and gas prices have slumped with a falling oil dominance. To give some perspective of quantum here, we have bid on $20 billion of both chemical and oil and gas deals in the last three years.

         Deals are seldom easy. There is no perfect world. Often the challenge will be in finding appropriate finance, particularly as we wholly debt-finance. We have never sold down equity. How do you create quasi-equity that the banking community can rely upon? Another common pitfall is price. More often than not, there is a gap between the vendor’s aspirations and our valuation. There are sometimes ways to bridge this gap using vendor loan notes, earn-outs and the like. Creativity plays a large part in solving these puzzles, and few companies have been more creative than INEOS. While we may not always be successful, we don’t like to let a small thing (!) like equity or price gap get in the way of a good transaction. You will hear about some of these creative solutions in the following chapters – the ICI Chlor facilities to buy EVC, the shotgun in INEOS Nova, the two-step acquisition process in Styrolution and INOVYN, the Oxide equity bridge to buy Fluor and Silicas, and several others.

         Having acquired a new business, we roll out our tried-and-tested procedures. We give a friendly welcome to the new people. We generally allow 100 days to change the organisation structure to direct reporting lines. We have an ‘INEOS tool kit’ which introduces new delegated authorities, fixed-cost reductions, safety reporting, financial reporting and IT systems, plus a myriad of others. We look for opportunities to expand the assets at modest cost. We encourage business teams to come forward with growth ideas. It has been done so many times that it runs fairly smoothly, because people know what to do. And we don’t mess about. On day one we are straight in and start to make changes. It seems to work!

         
            The absence of large departments providing central support functions also reduces the risk of ‘analysis paralysis’. By this I mean the endless circle of analysis and re-analysis that can either prevent an idea from getting off the ground in the first place, or mean that once a decision is made, it is made too late to be truly effective. We make decisions based on fundamentals and underpinned by a strong understanding of the basics of our business. This means that we are comfortable making decisions on an 80/20 basis, which allows INEOS to decide quickly, out-manoeuvring our competitors when we need to. – Rob

            
                

            

            Indeed, the insurance industry firmly believes that acquisitions are always high risk to the performance of the acquired company – we have finally got through to them that we are actually the opposite. Every acquired business improves under our watch. – Simon

            
                

            

            We look at ALL opportunities! – John

            
                

            

            INEOS has used the same business model for twenty years, which focuses on key elements such as buying good-quality assets no longer strategic to their parents, running them better, then expanding them. The acquisition deal process has been honed over the years, e.g. ensure sufficient cash flow to raise debt; there’s money in defining working capital. – Jim

            
                

            

            We know how to acquire businesses with a great M&A team, and know what to do with new businesses when we get them. We set our businesses up to be cash positive at BoC (bottom of the cycle), which enables us to trade through even the most severe crisis. It was testament to this INEOS mantra that during the crisis years of 2008–10 INEOS had no mass redundancy programmes, unlike many of our peers in the industry. We work hard at unfashionable businesses for many years with the unwavering belief that they can be successful. I could think of no better example than INOVYN, a business once unloved by ICI and taken on by INEOS. It is now one of the top performers in the group. Who would have thought it?! – David

            
                

            

            Rapid assimilation of the deal/opportunity and speed of decision is key (i.e. never go frothy – aka ‘strategic’ – and stay comfortable to walk away from deals). – Bill

            
                

            

            In the end I think the core of our success has been to break the normal ‘rules’, in that 80 per cent of our acquisitions have been a real success as opposed to the opposite for most companies. This is due to a combination of both buying well (unfashionable assets from blue chip majors) and then delivering substantial performance improvement (tool kit, overhead simplification, management empowerment and smart debottlenecks). Also, we have (at least until recently!) stayed loyal to our core petchem and polymer patch, where we have vast experience. – Andy

         

         RISK

         Risk can be avoided. But then very little happens. So we don’t. Avoid risk, that is. But if you accept risk, you need a clear head and an appetite for rigour. Rigour is my favourite word in business. You need to understand risk, weigh up risk and take a view. Don’t let the trees obscure the wood. Don’t get paralysed with analysis. Get your head around the big picture, don’t endlessly chase unimportant details. Be prepared to step up to the plate.

         Every deal or major capital project entails risk. It is unavoidable. And it is not for everyone.

         We are quite collegiate when we make a deal. We generally reach consensus and then we collectively share the risk. We don’t have a blame culture. Some deals go well, some less well. The ones that go less well we work on and keep working on. Two of our most successful businesses today, Styrolution and INOVYN (both approaching $1 billion of profit), started with poor deals. They are testaments to the philosophy that if you have a problem child, often it can be nursed back to health either by TLC or by creativity, or simply by perseverance. Don’t despair. Don’t give up. Plug away. Persevere. And it may bear fruit.

         In 2005, we acquired Innovene (BP Chemicals) from BP for $9 billion. We had two months to carry out due diligence. We were not allowed to visit a site or meet an executive. It became one of the biggest deals done in corporate history at the time, and it was done at breakneck speed. But we always felt we had a handle on the risk. World-class businesses, a good and honest owner, a well-trodden path (we had acquired from BP before) and high-quality people. We were right, and it was a transformational transaction for INEOS. We quadrupled in size overnight. But it was not for the faint-hearted.

         And the move to bring shale gas from the USA to feed our European chemicals base was similar in scale. Financial commitments exceeded $10 billion. Again, it was transformational. Again, we were right. Thank God!

         
            It is often said that INEOS is an entrepreneurial company. The dictionary defines entrepreneur as ‘someone who takes financial risk in the hope of profit’. In INEOS, we do more than hope. We have to ‘know’. – Paul

         

         PRIVATE COMPANY

         Not only are we a private company, but the ownership has never spread beyond the three partners. It is extremely unusual to find a company the size of INEOS that has not had to sacrifice some equity to finance a hard-won transaction. One of the things I love about debt is that you can always pay it back or exchange it for other debt if you don’t like the debtholder. Equity is an entirely different matter. Not only do you have no rights to redeem it, there is also no set price. Once equity has been sold, you should consider it gone for ever.

         Being private, apart from being entirely in control, confers a number of advantages. For one, you are not subject to the whims of the public markets, which are often driven by boys in short trousers. Our drive into petrochemicals, in the early years, would have been frowned upon by those learned analysts, some of whom were yet to shave, as would our more recent foray into oil and gas. Heaven forbid if we had intimated an interest in replacing the Defender or buying Belstaff. We are free to make long-term decisions. The capital cycle in chemicals may take up to five years, from planning through engineering and build. The analysts hate that.

         Outside shareholders add complexity, they have their own objectives, insist on governance and non-execs, and slow down the speed of decision-making.

         
            We have not been as effective when we have had outside shareholders, e.g. Acrylics, INOVYN and Styrolution. – John

         

         Retaining 100 per cent ownership has only been possible by judicious use of the debt markets and therefore a willingness to accept higher risk – e.g. leveraging Oxide to support the funding of the Fluor/Silicas/Phenol deal or leveraging the whole of INEOS Group to acquire Innovene.

         People often ask me whether we plan to take INEOS public. I can think of no place I would rather not go, including the South Pole (which, while enormously uplifting on arrival, was preceded by fourteen days of ice-strewn abject misery). Retaining our private status has unquestionably been one of the secrets to success. The freedom to make quick decisions, to make long-term decisions, to make bold decisions, to make contrary decisions. The non-execs would have had kittens with us!

         
            When people ask me what difference being private makes, I tell them that January 1st is the day after December 31st. That’s not to mean that we don’t have targets and goals (I certainly don’t want to give you that impression!), but that we’re not beholden to someone on Wall Street or in the City. If we want to do something that makes sense long-term (or even short-term – say, a working capital/EBITDA trade-off), it’s a simple conversation. Being private also allows us to greatly streamline the financial reporting and investor relations aspects of the business, which eliminates a huge burden. – Mike

            
                

            

            We have had consistency of management, leadership and vision from the top, which has enabled the business to have a clear strategy over many years, building on the successes and learning from the failures. We’ve avoided new leadership coming in and trying to take INEOS in directions where we might not have been so successful. – David

            
                

            

            Stability of leadership is critically important for an organisation, and the stability that Jim, John and Andy have provided is an extremely key element of our success. With that stability comes a consistent strategy and approach to the company. The stability that we have in INEOS has extended into the specific businesses, especially ours in O&P USA. We have been able to develop and implement our strategic approach over these thirteen years, and I think that has been reflected in our performance. – Mike

         

         STYLE

         How do you describe ‘style’? It is a very subjective concept. INEOS does have its own style. It has surfaced more noticeably in recent years and it is distinctive. Much of the influence, I suspect, descends from the top, but not all. It reflects some of our core values, such as our distaste for pomp, for arrogance, for bullying, for bullshit and for flowery presentations.

         Conversely, we like a ‘contrarian’. We like creativity. We like unpretentious and supportive leaders. We appreciate grit, character, going the extra mile, pulling the stops out when needed. We don’t eviscerate managers for making a mistake. We expect them to learn from it. We encourage team players, doers, hands-on clear thinkers and communicators.

         We are comfortable with irreverence, non-PC talk and people who speak their mind. We expect good manners and encourage humour. It is often said that we are a large company that feels like a small company.

         All this ‘influence’ distils down to a style. It’s difficult to describe in words, but I particularly love the quote from Jill, who oversees HR for INEOS.

         
            When you wake up in the morning and you want to go to work, when you achieve more than you thought possible as an individual and as part of a team, when you blink and it’s the weekend and you look back on the week and can’t quite believe how much you have done and how much fun you have had, when you admire and mutually respect your colleagues and consider them to be your friends, then you know you are in the right job in the right company … Well, most of the time! – Jill

            
                

            

            There is an esprit de corps in INEOS seldom seen elsewhere. While the press focuses on ridiculous speculation or angles, it never captures the pride that people take in working for INEOS. – Ron

            
                

            

            People know very well what we stand for, what we aim for, what we fight for – day in, day out – without heavy or lengthy statements as in BP times. Since 1998, INEOS has been clear and concise about what we want, aiming high and never falling short. In all aspects of our business, from safety over reliability and efficiency to markets and innovation. – Hans

            
                

            

            The largest small company you will ever work for – this is the best way I can describe some of the culture that we have managed to maintain despite our exponential growth. It has a close, family feel with a relatively small number of people at its centre. Everyone is supportive and we all know each other well. There is no large corporate HQ full of non-value-adding people. – Graeme

            
                

            

            INEOS is a very large-scale, world-class company, with a small-company feel. – Jill

            
                

            

            Northern grit. Roll your sleeves up and get stuck in. Work hard. Get to the point and don’t bullshit. No airs and graces. A lack of politics – it just wastes time and energy and does no one any good. We have a common goal to be successful, so let’s help everyone get there. – Graeme

            
                

            

            Indeed, at INEOS we continue to explore and improve; we are never complacent. Year after year people are keen on knowing what is going to happen, willing and hoping to take part. New ideas are welcomed, challenges accepted, employees triggered, young people encouraged, risks calculated, bold decisions taken. – Hans

         

         SPORT

         Long ago I used to draw a parallel between business and football. I had no problem with players that were robust and vigorously competitive. I had no problem being clattered by a player who was intent on getting the ball. I did have a problem with the dirty player, the nasty player or, indeed, the half-hearted or moody, temperamental player. You see similar characteristics in business. People in INEOS need to be robust, generally honest in their dealings, tenacious and committed.

         Sport, health and wellbeing play a large part in life at INEOS. We have a general view that people who are fit and healthy are happier and more productive. We encourage each site to provide gym facilities and coaches. We run health and wellbeing classes. Some sites run yoga, stretch, spinning and fitness sessions. We have a director of sport and fitness who has reached two Olympic 1,500m finals, John Mayock. We take it seriously.

         We have a graduate scheme where all graduates at the end of their three-year programme are invited to spend a gruelling week in Namibia running marathons in the desert, climbing mountains and cycling enormous distances in the heat and dust. It challenges them. They learn about themselves. They learn about teamwork. It bonds. They test themselves to their physical and mental limit. It’s not for everyone, and it’s entirely optional. It’s not a race. Girls and boys alike opt to have a go and so far, most have returned with the glow of accomplishment and pride at having achieved what previously would have been thought impossible.

         
            All INEOS sites and communities have turned into sports addicts, running for fun, cycling the Tour de France, skiing in no man’s land, or just climbing flights of stairs at the office. It makes INEOS a most desirable workplace for young and old. It keeps us focused, creative and – most of all – unique in our sector. – Hans

            
                

            

            Most companies have some form of a health and wellness program, but INEOS is the only one that I know of that backs this up with actions and attitude. Taking an hour out of the day to work out is not merely tolerated, but wholeheartedly encouraged. – Ron

            
                

            

            With the company proactively supporting the health and wellbeing of all staff and being so sports-enthusiastic, a very special team spirit and drive is created across all businesses – not least among all the young employees who are so crucial for the future success of the company. In this context I remember discussing business strategy during a marathon run – concise arguments help to save energy…! – Gerd

         

         PET HATES

         We all have these. And it always helps to get them off your chest. So here are some of mine!

         I hate bad manners with a passion. There is no excuse for it and I cannot abide it. There is a lovely example in Switzerland where children are still taught good manners and respect from an early age at school. If you stop at a zebra crossing in Switzerland, whoever is crossing, whether young or old, will always acknowledge and say thank you, without fail. This is no longer always the case in the UK.

         Do it right. Don’t do half a job – be it analysis or painting pipework. Take pride in your work, which, whatever it is, is important, otherwise you wouldn’t be doing it, and do it to the best of your ability. Too many times I have seen chemical plants that are uncared for, litter-strewn, with painting unfinished and rusty pipes. It’s one of my hot buttons and has been a malaise I have observed many times.

         I am not a fan of consultants, particularly strategic or market consultants. If management need outside help to figure out strategy – which is their primary responsibility, after all – then you have got the wrong management.

         And probably top of my list is the use of the ‘I’ word rather than ‘we’. Generally business accomplishments reflect a team effort, seldom just an individual. So why would you ever use ‘I’? To me it sounds a trifle arrogant, but maybe I’m getting cranky in my old age! 

         WRAP - UP

         Let me finish, if I may, with a final range of quotes from INEOS execs. After all, they have lived through this first twenty-year phase of INEOS, and have done most of the work.

         Arguably it is also easier for them to say how it is, rather than me, since I risk sounding pompous!

         
            INEOS is restlessly eager to take on the next challenge, creative in overcoming it, intolerant of untrue talk, nonsense and fussy procedures whilst doing it, willing to trust its business teams to get on with things in the meantime, and demanding of excellence in whatever it does. – Pete

            
                

            

            To my mind, one of the keys to success was having a chairman who didn’t know when things were impossible, or claimed not to; and a set of senior managers who didn’t want to tell him they were impossible (or didn’t dare). So, they tried to make the impossible happen, and to their surprise (and maybe the chairman’s, too?), it turned out it wasn’t so impossible after all. – Chris

            
                

            

            I used a phrase to introduce INEOS at the last insurance market day: ‘Relentless Improvement’. I think this sums us up very well, whether we are talking about safety, reliability, operations, fixed costs, capex, risk, EBITDA or growth. – Simon

            
                

            

            Relentless drive and ambition. Creativity, solution-finding. Never take no for an answer. Ask the questions, and take the paths others daren’t. Truly entrepreneurial. Work hard, play hard. It’s an important balance. (One of Jim’s quotes I always remember and use: there’s never time to go for a run, so you just have to go.) Permanently challenging, which maintains interest and excitement. Little hierarchy. No committees. Nowhere to hide. 

            
                

            

            For us, it’s personal. For competitors, it’s just a job. All driven by tone and example from the top. – Jonny

            
                

            

            Put it all together, I still get excited going into work each morning. – Ashley (who has just hit sixty!)

            
                

            

            The best place to work is a growing company that still has the potential to surprise its employees! – Bob

            
                

            

            I do think INEOS is a fun place to work. Sure, there are many, many things that you just wouldn’t see anywhere else, but that is what marks INEOS out as different and I think attracts and retains the people that make it work. – David

            
                

            

            Humour. Humour is a big and very important part of INEOS. – Andrew

         

         There are a number of reasons that INEOS continues to be successful:

         
            	The culture of ownership and pride remains, particularly among the leadership teams.

            	Consistent messages from INCAP (INEOS Capital) ensure that every employee knows what’s important and what is expected.

            	The bonus system keeps everyone laser-focused on what makes their business unit successful.

            	There is a total lack of bureaucracy. People can focus on what adds value and do not waste time on minutiae.

            	Decisions are made quickly and efficiently. This must be the most pragmatic company in the world.

            	
People want to work at INEOS! Hiring new employees is becoming easier as our reputation grows. 


            	The sports and fitness culture is fabulous. I love showing people pictures of elevators that say ‘lifts are for losers’ and explaining trips to Namibia. It’s inspiring!

            	People are rated and rewarded based on results not politics.

            	There is a unique, progressive, non-stuffy culture at INEOS; people are free to be themselves, encouraged to grow and excel.

            	
Our employees are very proud of their company and genuinely want to work for INEOS. – Bob

         

         
            INEOS Capital – Jim’s fingerprints are everywhere (that is positively meant!). Quite amazing how that has happened considering the number of different heritage businesses that today represent INEOS – how strongly Jim, John and Andy’s principles and beliefs reach most corners of the businesses. Jim’s (our) uncompromising priority of safety, health and environment policy (SHE). The focus on cash generation and growth in our businesses. Transmitting these priorities so clearly across over 180 sites and more than twenty countries is very well done. – Sebastian (who joined just a few months ago)

            
                

            

            As to people – in my experience senior managers in INEOS are very exceptional people who see themselves as normal, and treat people accordingly – contrasting with other organisations who have a lot of very normal people who see themselves as exceptional. – Iain

            
                

            

            Unfaltering drive, the appetite to grow, ambition. – Bill

            
                

            

            None of this would have given such exceptional results without the inspirational leadership of the core team. Such leadership is the key to unlock all the potential and to drive the businesses forward. An outstanding twenty years. – Gerd 

            
                

            

            For over a dozen years, whenever I finish an ExCo meeting, I call my wife and tell her I still have a job. A bit tongue in cheek perhaps, but it is part of the INEOS ethos which I think makes it so successful: employees are given a clear set of objectives, the resources and flexibility to deliver on those objectives, and then are held accountable for their delivery. What a simple but refreshing approach to business! What an exciting way to motivate your employees and attract those who want the challenge of being held accountable for what they can deliver. And yet it seems as rare as fairy dust that one finds other companies being driven by this simple ethos. You can learn a lot about a company’s culture by the reputation they acquire in the industry. Time and again I have heard comments relayed over a beer or before a business meeting that the INEOS reputation is of a company that ‘always seems to be one step ahead of us’, ‘can take decisions in hours and days which would take us weeks or months’, ‘is good at motivating and keeping their employees’. – John

            
                

            

            No ivory towers or executive floors

            Just a leadership team with open doors

            Many execs don’t have an office, or door

            Just a desk, sometimes shared, on an open-plan floor

            So what is the secret of INEOS success

            Buying unloved assets, sometimes in distress

            Providing vision, leading from the front

            Straight talking, sometimes a little blunt

            Always supportive, focused on delivery

            Challenged teams growing in ability

            A clear sense of fairness, recognition and reward

            One thing for sure is no one is ever bored

            To work for INEOS is like cramming several careers into one

            Fast paced, continual learning and above all a lot of fun. – Jill
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