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‘As a
corporation
we cannot
change what is
happening in
China, but we can change
how we respond. At 3M
we talk about being a
chameleon rather than a
fossil, the ability to adapt
quickly to a situation’

3M

Controlling the
controllable
The macroeconomic environment may be uncertain, but
one US multinational is taking a long-term approach to
its investments in Saudi Arabia
by Mark Lazell
mark.lazell@tradearabia.net

L

ast month, global innovation company 3M kicked
off construction on the first
phase of what will, by 2020,
be it’s largest manufacturing
facility in the Middle East and Africa.
Located in Dammam, the plant’s $30
million first phase may be modest in cost
but, argues a top company executive,
will be a compelling long-term value
proposition. The company’s first
manufacturing asset in the kingdom,
it is a display of confidence at an
uncertain time.
“Yes, we are going through some
setbacks in terms of oil price, but 3M
thinks this will be temporary and that
the region, particularly Saudi Arabia,
will continue to grow,” a pragmatic HC
Shin, 3M’s executive vice president for
international operations, tells The Gulf
during the groundbreaking ceremony
for the plant, being built in Dammam’s
Third Industrial City.
“When 3M decides to go to a country
like Saudi Arabia, we go for the long
haul. We are looking at five years, 10
years, 15 years down the road.”
3M is already well established in the
kingdom, having served the likes of
state oil giant Saudi Aramco as well
as the health ministry over the last 30
years. It has a Technical & Scientific
Office, two Customer Experience
Centres and Learning Centres in
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Riyadh, Jeddah and Dammam.
The Minnesota, US-headquartered
company says that the 50,000 square
metre Dammam project, the first
phase of which is expected to come
online in the first quarter of 2017,
will create ‘sophisticated’ job opportunities for Saudi nationals, transferring
knowledge, technology and expertise to
the kingdom. By the time the project’s
third phase is complete by 2020, it
could employ as many as 500 technical
personnel, many of them Saudi.
“Q1 2017 is an aggressive timeline,”
Shin concedes. “We have to complete
the building, bring in equipment, bring
in all the processes, including quality
control based on 3M standards, start
making products and getting them out
to customers for test sale and qualification, all ahead of the start of mass
production.
“But it is a very exciting time for
3M Saudi Arabia. The new facility
will bring more business to 3M, and
will create very high quality jobs in
Dammam.”
Initially focusing on supplying oil
and gas and healthcare products to
the local market in 2017, the product
slate will be expanded to those related
to air quality, identity management,
corrosion protection and infrastructure.
Its geographical reach will be similarly
expanded - by 2020, the facility will
be a regional supply base covering the
Middle East, Europe and Africa.
“We’ve had a long relationship with

HC Shin, 3M

‘Sometimes
our solutions
become more
relevant when
the price of
oil is more challenged’
Ippocratis Vrohidis, 3M

[oil and gas] service companies and
also the upstream, midstream and
downstream providers in Saudi Arabia,”
explains Ippocratis Vrohidis, 3M’s area
vice president for the Middle East and
Africa, of one of the company’s stalwart
revenue streams in the world’s biggest
oil producer.
“We expect to continue to do that.
[Oil] production in the kingdom will
continue at very strong levels and
those production levels require safety
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Fertile ground: Top 3M executives launch construction work on the company’s new facility in Dammam

solutions, efficiency solutions. To be
honest sometimes our solutions become
more relevant when the price of oil is
more challenged,” he continues.
Shin adds that healthcare is another
massive opportunity for 3M in Saudi
Arabia which it has grasped with both
hands.
“We do an enormous amount of work
with the health ministry. We also have
a lot of consumer retail business, as
well as personal protection business.
This portfolio diversity enables us to
work in any country at any stage of
economic development.”
Such strength in diversity will be put
to the test in the run up to operational
start-up in 2017. Like all multinationals, 3M must contend with uncertainty
in the global economy, though Shin
insists the company will take what he
calls ‘mega events’ such as China’s
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cooldown and the oil price collapse
firmly in its stride.
“We don’t know what ‘mega events’
are coming, or when they will come.
It is a new landscape,” he says. “As a
corporation we cannot change what is
happening in China, but we can change
how we respond. At 3M we talk about
being a chameleon rather than a fossil
- a reference to our ability to adapt
quickly to a situation.”
As an innovation-driven company,
adaptation should come relatively
naturally to 3M. About one third of its
2015 revenue is expected to have been
sourced from new products. Next year,
meanwhile, it will inject almost six per
cent of its revenue, or approximately $2
billion, into vital research & development (R&D) functions which it sees
as essential in driving organic growth,
supporting premium margins and

achieving returns on invested capital.
“Growth is an untidy process,” Shin
summarises. “We cannot predict
growth. But growth cannot come
without innovation. At 3M nurturing
innovation is a number one responsibility. Our financial goals can only be
met by continuing to bring innovation
to the world.
“It’s one thing to have technology, but
quite another to be able to apply that
technology to address customer needs,”
says the US-based executive.
3M, then, approaches the next few
years from a position of relative strength,
with some notable recent landmarks to
boot. In 2014 the company’s market
capitalisation pushed through the
$100 billion barrier, elevating it to an
exclusive club of just 32 corporations
globally. Furthermore, the company
recently also notched up 100,000
cumulative US patents, an average of
2,000 every year for the last 50 years.
“During this tortuous time, 3M is
thriving,” says Shin, smiling defiantly.
As it plots the next steps of its journey
in Saudi Arabia, that wealth of experience, technological expertise, financial
muscle, optimism and defiance will
be invaluable. As will its commitment
to ‘localisation’, a well-worn phrase
used by multinationals pledging their
long-term commitments to creating
jobs and transferring knowledge and
know-how to the kingdom.
“We know what it takes to be successful in Saudi Arabia and localisation is
critical to that,” Shin concludes. <
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