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The 6th North American Formaldehyde Producers Meeting returned to New Orleans for a lively
session at the Chateau Sonesta Hotel, just off Bourbon Street (top), famous for its hot weather,
spicy food and cool jazz. It looks a bit different by night....

Formaldehyde
and

all that jazz
The active interest and sharing of

experiences by participants at the
Formaldehyde Producers Meeting in New
Orleans in late October made me realize
how much everyone in our field has in
common. And it goes beyond chemistry.

For example, the overwhelming major-
ity of the general public - the people who
influence our legislators - still associate
formaldehyde with only one thing: “that
poisonous stuff in which they used to
keep frogs in the case at the back of the
science classroom.”

The fact that formaldehyde occurs
naturally in practically all fruit and
vegetables is largely unknown to the
general public. So are the many useful,
even vital, applications of formaldehyde.

But any accident at a formaldehyde
plant or perceived hazard, minor or not, is
headline material. And an incident on one
side of the world is likely to make the front
page on the other side - with the potential
for blame attached to everyone in the
business.

This is the real world we work in, and we
are in it together. My conclusion, therefore,
is that it is in the interests of us all -
producers, suppliers and users alike - to
make every effort (a) to operate safely,
keeping well within all legal limits, (b) to
continually improve our safety and
environmental record, and (c) to see that
we are capable of providing clear, objective
information to the general public that can
serve as a counterweight to any distortions
of the facts about formaldehyde by which
they might otherwise be influenced.

The way in which ignorance and
distortions can shape public opinion is
exemplified in this issue of informally
speaking in the short article “Cause for
alarm?” [page 7]. In this context, I would
also like to mention that Perstorp Formox
is in the process of setting up a website to
provide information not only to people in
the formaldehyde business but also to the
general public. The facts are greatly in our
favor. Maybe we should start using them.

Bengt Danielsson
General Manager
Perstorp Formox
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The Perstorp Formaldehyde Producers Meeting -

David Patrick of Georgia Pacific had the latest
news on the computer-based training program.

DAY ONE
Focus on the basics
After welcoming the participants, Bengt
Danielsson pointed out the new focus of
today’s Perstorp Group on formaldehyde
[see back page]. In what can be described as
a back-to-basics reorganization, Bengt noted
that Perstorp’s activities are to a larger extent
than ever built on formaldehyde and its
downstream applications, all of which gives
a clear indication that “Perstorp is in this
business to stay”.

FA & MeOH
Bob Crichton then treated the attendees to
his “chicken and egg” historical review of
the relationship between methanol and
formaldehyde, and which has driven which
over the years. He showed that although
methanol prices are clearly linked to the
energy and oil market, even if gas were free
it still takes a production of 2000-2500 TPD
to turn a profit. Bob wound up with some
interesting projections for the formaldehyde
market until the year 2010, differentiating
between the wood-based and chemicals
industries, and with the overall conclusion
that formaldehyde has a bright future.

HTF news
Next on the agenda was
a joint presentation by
Nancy Wall and Alice Starr,
both of Solutia, a spin-off
company from Monsanto,
and one of very few suppliers
of heat transfer fluid for for-
maldehyde processes. Since
Solutia’s product, Thermi-
nol VP-1, is largely compar-
able to other HTF on the
market, the presentation
focused on the company’s
technical service. This in-
cludes a trade-in program
whereby returned, used fluid
is replaced by virgin fluid.
Solutia also offers free leak-
detection service. The presen-

The following is a brief report of this year’s
Formaldehyde Producers Meeting, the
6th such Perstorp-sponsored event  to be
held in the US since 1987. A more detailed
summary is being sent to all participants.
Others who wish a copy of the summary
may order one from Elsa Nilsson.

tation aroused a lot of questions and interest
among the participants.

New blower design
Karl Mueller of Aerzen USA Corp. took the
podium to reveal a new 3-lobe blower,
designed for noise reduction, especially of
irritating low-frequency noise, which can
also cause fatigue and cracking of piping. He
also emphasized the importance of vibration
monitoring; when the level starts going up
(and not later than when it’s twice as high)
it’s time to change bearings and seals. If the
bearings are allowed to wear to the point
where the lobes touch, it’s good-bye blower!

Training update
Before the lunch break, David Patrick of
Georgia Pacific took the floor to bring the
attendees up to date on the status of the
modular computer-based and multimedia
training program now being developed
jointly by several companies in the US. Nearly
all modules are now ready for review, and as
soon as they are finalized, a demo will be
made available for purchase, at a price to be
determined by the principals. For more
information, contact Tom Martin at Georgia
Pacific (404-652-8356).

Safety & environment
In an open forum after lunch, Max Henning
called for participants to exchange experiences
related to safety. Michael Weber of Mallin-
ckrodt Chemical described a mysterious tube
fire in the vapour space. Many possible causes
had been analyzed together with Perstorp,
and the culprit seems to have been a loss of
HTF level in the converter. Dave Valach of
Borden told of deflagrations that seemed to be
occurring outside the normal limits, namely at
6.4 vol-% MeOH and 11.2 vol-% O

2
 at the end

of a catalyst run. By lowering the limits slightly,
Borden got control of the situation. Steve
Loper, also of Borden, told of some strange
fires. They intend to clean out their absorber
annually to assure that there is no residue,
but, as Steve put it, “Funny things tend to
happen at the end of a catalyst life.”

Stan Erisman of Perstorp pointed out the
growing importance of ISO 14001 and similar
environmental assurance norms. Adoption of
such standards can not only offer a competitive
edge as environmental demands become more
and more market-driven, they can also facilitate
relations with the authorities and provide a
defense against unwarranted criticism in the
press.

Nancy and Alice drew a lot of questions and interest about Solutia’s service program.
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New Orleans, Louisiana, USA - 23-24 October 1997

Joe has a magnetic effect on the audience.

A most pleasant evening at Brennen’s.

Bengt-Arne cautions about using impure methanol.

Pumps & seals
Joe Kadi of Flowserve (formerly Durco
Pump) brought along a demo of their new,
extremely powerful (up to 100 HP within
ANSI dimensions) “Guardian” magnetic-
driven pump. Joe was quick to point out that
these pumps require clean fluid and do not
handle solids or things that tend to solidify.
But within the purity and temperature design
specifications, they can literally run for
millions of hours. Perstorp uses such pumps
for MeOH and for BFW (boiler feed water).

Jim Miley of Durametallic then came on
to demonstrate a line of new Dura GF-200 gas-
barrier seals (already in use at Perstorp’s
plant in Toledo). Most formaldehyde appli-

cations now require double seals, but those
with liquid lubrication often have problems.
With gas-barrier seals, problems of vapori-
zation and cavitation are eliminated, even if
the pump runs dry.

Fugitive emissions
The first, information-packed day was round-
ed off by Eva Kaiste of  Perstorp Formox.  She
opened by noting that although emissions
from process gas can be nearly eliminated by
the Emission Control System, we must also
pay attention to fugitive emissions. These
include from pumps, valves, flanges and
rupture discs, as well as vent gases from
various sources.

Unfair?
At the close of Day One, the participants
could reawaken to the fact that we were in
New Orleans, and that means jazz and the
French Quarter and a dinner at Brennan’s,
one of the more venerable eateries in town.
The editor of informally speaking feels that

it would be totally unfair to readers not in
attendance to go into further detail about
what they missed....

DAY TWO
Storage & venting
The second day picked up where the first left
off, namely with a presentation by Eva Kaiste,
this time with the focus on formaldehyde
storage. She stressed the importance of
proper heating and insulation of tanks and a
careful choice of tank materials to avoid
corrosion problems. Eva recommended top-
mounted agitators, but in the ensuing dis-
cussion, Michael Weber indicated that Mal-
linckrodt had been successful with jet agita-
tion using numerous closely-spaced nozzles
at the bottom of the tank.

Control system
Dr. Matthias Göring of Ticona (Celanese),
Germany gave an outline of his company’s
“Expert System”, a computer-aided control

system for plant operation that works on the principles
of a thorough checklist.

Catalyst poisoning
Bengt-Arne Hagsten, Perstorp Formox, took a long,
hard look at the causes of catalyst deactivation:
sintering, decomposition and poisoning by various
substances which block reactions. Transporting
methanol by sea, for example, can lead to NaCl
contamination and the formation of electrolytes.
Chlorine impurities may substitute oxygen when the
catalyst reoxidizes. Silicon is another killer, so avoid
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New Orleans Seminar (cont.)

oils containing silicon where there is any risk
of them entering the reactor.

Bengt-Arne’s strongest advice was sum-
med up in the importance of using pure
MeOH: “If you intend to use impure
methanol, you’d better have a spare catalyst
load on hand!” He then showed how the
hidden costs of impure MeOH [see box] can
end up costing much more than the pure
stuff.

Reviews & follow-ups
Next on the agenda was Paul Triplett of
Perstorp with a follow-up report on how gas
chromatographs can be used to determine
and optimize yield, as well as detect improper
loading or inactive catalyst, and to determine
the most cost-effective point to change
catalyst loads. More about this in the separate
article on page 7.

Another Paul from Perstorp, Paul Walter,
gave a follow-up presentation of the Colum-
bus reaction simulation program, now on PC,
which can help determine optimal operating
parameters, loading plans, new catalyst
configurations and is also a useful tool in
trouble-shooting.

As the final presentation, Claes Lundström
reviewed Perstorp’s range of catalysts and
their applications, including a description of
the activity tests and parameters for selecting
an optimal catalyst loading plan.

OK, so the methanol wasn´t very pure! But I got it so cheap!!

In conclusion
This year’s meeting in New
Orleans, with nearly 60 atten-
dees, was only slightly larger
than the previous meetings
held in North America. But
most notable was the activity
of participants. Discussions
were lively and frequent, with
a spirit of openness and an
unprecedented willingness
to exchange experiences. In
summarizing the meeting,
Chris Kahn asked the parti-
cipants to express their in-
terest in a new meeting in
two years. The show of
hands indicated unanimous
approval.  

The hidden costs of using impure methanol
● possible safety hazards

● potential legal problems

● downtime due to
- possible shorter catalyst lifetime
- possible repair of corroded equipment

● premature deactivation of catalyst

● corrosion of equipment

● reduced product quality

● potentially hazardous emissions

The Curved Road to Improved Yield
For the past four years or so, Perstorp has
been using an HTF (heat transfer fluid)
temperature ramp as a key tool for
optimizing formaldehyde plant opera-
tions. The curve is based on feedback
from our own plants and the operating
data sent to us by our customers. Since
the volume of feedback has grown, it has
been possible for us to steadily modify
and improve the curve. Keeping the HTF
temperature between the maximum and
minimum lines during the catalyst lifetime
will ensure low operational costs (methanol
and catalyst).

The horizontal axis shows the amount
of formaldehyde produced per kg of
catalyst loaded in the reactor, a figure
which grows with the age of the catalyst.
The vertical axis shows the HTF tempera-
ture.

The minimum-maximum temperature
range in the curve reflects the differences
in various plant designs and operating

parameters. Regardless of these differences,
the shape of the ramp gives a rather clear
indication of the importance of increasing
the HTF temperature during the first part of
the catalyst run to establish the hot spot in
the upper part of the catalyst bed. During the

later part of the run, the pace of increase
can be slower.

If you are one of our customers, you are
welcome to contact your Perstorp Formox
representative for further information. 

Projects & Start-Ups
Since the spring/summer issue of informally
speaking, one more plant has gone on stream:

● Copenor (formerly Resinpla Indústria)
of São Paulo, Brazil. Their new 200
TPD plant has now been running
since July. The plant includes a specially
designed UFC production facility which
was started up in November.

Two other plants are in the start-up stage at
the time of printing of this issue. These are:

● Synthite in Mold, Wales.
● Kronospan in Chirk, Wales.

We hope to be able to show our readers
photos of these two plants in the next spring/
summer issue of informally speaking.

Kronospan’s other new plant, in Lamperts-
walde, Germany is tentatively scheduled for
start-up in July.

New Project
Intan Wijaya , of Banjarmasin, Indonesia,
has ordered their  second plant, a 150 TPD in
the boosted turbo version. The new plant is
scheduled to go on stream some time next
autumn.       

The new Elekeiroz  plant, just outside São Paulo (Brazil), started up last May,
but the photo didn’t make it in time for the last issue of informally speaking ,
so here it is now!

Also near São Paulo, the new
Copenor  (Resinpla) plant is

now on stream.

Level measurements in tanks
Ultrasound for FA
For the past three years, we have been using an
ultrasonic transducer to measure the levels in our
formaldehyde tanks. The device, an ST series
Ultrason® from Miltronics, was supplied to us by
Alnab in Sweden. It features tank-mounted sensors
which are connected to the control room for convenient
level monitoring. Instead of tedious, manual measure-
ments with ropes and floats (which often break), we get
continuous, automatic measurements with an accuracy
of ± 5%, quite acceptable for formaldehyde tanks. We
therefore feel that the price, less than US$ 1500 per
tank, makes it a worthwhile investment.

Radar for MeOH?
The ± 5% deviation is not acceptable for methanol tank measurements, however, so
we have just begun testing a radar device, as an alternative to the painstaking manual
measurements which are otherwise necessary. Such devices are now available for
under US$ 7000; they used to cost 2-4 times that much.

We have been testing a radar device since late October, and are not yet convinced
that it will prove sufficiently useful to recommend to our customers. The gas
formation in the vapour space tends to disturb the radar, making measurements
inaccurate. But it is still sufficiently interesting for us to continue our tests. Hopefully, we
will be able to present some conclusions in the next issue of informally speaking.  

Standard HTF temperature ramp

The principle of the ultrasonic
transducer.
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Paul Walter and
Ola at the new
center.

New Development Center Opens
As a further emphasis of Perstorp’s focus on formaldehyde for the future,
a new catalyst development center marked its inauguration with an “open
house” on November 18. The center contains facilities for development of
new, improved formaldehyde catalysts and emission control catalysts.

The facilities for formaldehyde catalyst development include technical
service activities, investigations and microscopic studies, as well as
Columbus simulations and production support.

Within the area of emission controls, the new center will be the home
of two important ongoing projects: Pannox, a system for reducing
emissions from solid-fuel furnaces, e.g. at district-heating power

Here’s what the
seal material looks

like under the
microscope.

Gore-Tex as a Reactor Seal
Older reactor designs with large flanges at top and bottom often
become difficult to seal properly, especially at the bottom. In
Perstorp we have been trying out a relatively new product, called
GORE-BG-Tape. It comes from the manufacturers of Gore-Tex and
features a linear-expanded PTFE (polytetrafluorethylene) material
that provides a tight seal and can handle the reactor temperature
range and media.

Since the use of asbestos was banned in Sweden and many
other countries, we had been using a kind of aluminum twine, but
this type of seal had to be replaced fairly frequently. We have now
been running with the new GORE-BG-Tape for over two years,
and are fully satis-
fied with the results.

          

stations; and “Low Temperature Activity”, where we are looking for
ways to achieve the activity level of platinum catalysts such as PPt-47
even at relatively low temperatures. On this we are collaborating with
others, e.g. Volvo and Chalmers University of Technology (Competence
Center for Catalysis).

The new building houses a modern, well-equipped lab, offices and
a conference room, etc.                                                                  

Four Rounds of Trainees
from Wales

In August, Synthite sent us first one crew...

...and then another.

Ola Augustsson
explains a catalyst test
to Claes Lundström
and Anna Helmersson.

...and the second in October.

The following month, Kronospan sent the first batch of trainees...
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Paul extracts a sample.

GC Analysis Now in
Use in America
In the last year Perstorp Catalysts in the U.S. has
successfully developed a portable GC system for use
with its catalyst customers. Consisting of a portable GC
manufactured by Microsensor Technologies, Inc. and
a heated sampling system developed by Perstorp, it has
proven helpful to our customers in maximizing catalyst
performance.

We have been using GCs for years, mainly to determine
reactor yields. However, the large size, lengthy analysis
times, and the effort required for setup have made
tabletop models unattractive for many producers. The
portable unit used by Perstorp weighs about 14 kg (30
lb) and is controlled via notebook PC. Analysis time is
about one minute.

From the perspective of Perstorp’s technical service
engineers, the GC enables a new era in customer service.
“Many customers lack the benefits of reactor gas
analysis, and they often have limited information with
which to adjust reactor conditions,” according to
Technical Service Engineer Paul Triplett. “In most cases,
an hour per reactor is all I need to determine if the
catalyst is running well, and what action should be
taken if it isn’t.”

The unit has proven to be valuable to the customers
as well. According to Steve Tenhaeff, supervisor of
R&D analytical services at Borden Chemical, Inc., “The
MTI GC is an invaluable tool for monitoring complex gas
streams. The MTI GC can perform analyses on complex
gas mixtures in a matter of seconds, versus minutes or
even hours with conventional GC technology.”

Paul stresses the importance of proper equipment for good analysis. “The
actual separation and measurement of the components by the GC is pretty
straightforward. The hardest part seems to be getting the sample of reactor gas
to the GC in as good a condition as possible. The sample has to be kept warm
enough to prevent condensation of any of the components.” Toward that end,
Paul draws samples of reactor gas with a glass syringe that is kept warm by an
electrical heater he put together to assure consistent results.

“The MTI unit does quite a good job of separation, and all functions are
controlled and accessed by a PC using Windows software. It’s pretty easy to play
around with all the GC conditions and peak analyses,” according to Paul.

If you would like more information about the MTI chromatograph or a sample
heater, feel free to give Paul Triplett a call in Toledo at 419-729-5448.     

Cause for alarm?
Last April, a junior high school student
from Idaho won a science contest for
demonstrating how easily people can
be affected by alarmist “pseudo-
science”. He did this by asking people
to sign a petition banning a certain
chemical, based on the fact that:

1. It can cause sweating and
vomiting.

2. Inhalation can be fatal.

3. As a gas, it can cause severe
burns.

4. It is a leading cause of erosion.

5. It is a major component of acid
rain.

6. It leads to an increase in highway
accidents.

7. It has been found in cancer
tumors.

Of 50 people asked in the survey, 43
said they would support a ban, 6 were
undecided, and only one (1) knew that
the chemical, named “dihydrogen
oxide” in the survey, is water! Molecules?!

Aren’t they dangerous??!!

New
E-mail

Address
Our customers and contacts are now
welcome to contact us by E-mail at this
new address:

formox@perstorp.com

Attention licensees!
Perstorp has some information that is
restricted to licensees only and is there-
fore not published in informally
speaking. But if you are a Perstorp
licensee, you are welcome to contact us
for news about an easy way to lower
temperatures in product lines and thus
reduce formic acid formation. Mark your
letter or E-mail “Lower Formic”!
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In connection with the new Perstorp
Formox organization (see this page),
several members of our former staff
now belong to Perstorp Polyols:

● Bo Lingebrant
● Lennart Odbratt
● Kenneth Ausfelt
● Mårten Strömberg

We wish all of them all the best in
their new positions.

Bob Walker has largley retired in
order to devote more time to his
family and his prize-winning crys-
anthemum growing, but will still
serve Perstorp and our customers
on special projects.

In connection with the changes,
Yngve Carlsson (top picture) has
become our new Formaldehyde
Production Manager. Our staff has
also been reinforced by the addition
of Anna Wemby (2nd from top),
process engineer. Anna has a de-
gree in chemical engineering and
works with our licence projects.

Anna Helmersson, development
engineer, is a new representative
at our Catalyst Sales and Technical
Service department.

And most recently, we have hired
Tomas Allanssonto be the new
Chief Project Manager, with overall
responsibility for new licence
projects.                                     

New organization
Although formaldehyde has always been the core business of
Perstorp Formox, our organization also used to include production
and marketing of several other products and by-products: formic
acid, Creosan® (similar to creosote) and acetic acid. These activities
have now been transferred to another business unit within Perstorp
Specialty Chemicals, leaving Perstorp Formox to focus entirely on
formaldehyde, as well as catalysts for formaldehyde and other
processes. Given the crucial role of formaldehyde in nearly all
downstream products manufactured by the Perstorp Group as a
whole, it was felt that this sharpened focus would benefit our
research and development efforts, as well as our customers.

Seasons
Greetings!
The people at Perstorp Formox
would like to take this opportunity
to wish all readers of informally
speaking a wonderful holiday
season and a prosperous New Year!

A rare performance of
“The Paraformaldehyde Blues”

in old New Orleans.

Next Seminar
For our next seminar we’ll be
going back to Asia, tentatively
in October 1998. The site and
exact dates have not yet been
decided, so watch for more in-
formation in the spring/summer
issue of informally speaking! 


