
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

T
he chemical industry has a

rich history of innovations that
have changed the face of the
world: New materials have
replaced conventional ones for

numerous applications, fertilizers and
insecticides have increased the yields of
food crops, and pharmaceuticals have
improved human health in general. All of
these innovations have grown into multi-
billion-dollar businesses.

When I was a university student, I al-
ready was immensely looking forward to
contributing to this success story. It did-
n’t take long for me to realize that break-
through inventions hadn’t been part of
the daily routine of chemical researchers
for some time. Even so, this realization
gave me no reason to be disappointed. The
need to be innovative remains; it is just that
the definition of innovative has changed.
The public’s perception of the role the
chemical industry should play in society
also has changed. Furthermore, great
changes have taken place in the organiza-
tion of research within the industry.

The chemical industry is highly
dependent on research and development
(R&D). The continuous refinement of
manufacturing processes and the intro-
duction of new or improved
products play decisive roles
in the performance of a
chemical company. At the
same time that better
production processes are
making our industry more
efficient, the chemical
industry’s innovative capa-
city in the fields of materials,
catalysts, and biotechnology
will make developments in
many fields (such as tele-
communications, transport,
energy, and medicine) possi-
ble. Accordingly, chemical companies are
expected to spend—and must spend—
heavily on R&D in order to safeguard
their own futures. However, if we con-
sider that any R&D budget is reflected
in the corporate bottom line as an
expense, then it also is quite likely that

R&D budgets are among those
items of the profit-and-loss state-
ment that get scrutinized in this
rapidly consolidating industry.

Regarding R&D budgets as an
expense item rather than an
investment has meant that com-
panies have had to take a long
hard look at both the process of
innovation and the management
structures within their R&D
groups. They have had to make
changes to more efficiently cap-
ture the value of newly developed
technologies. One response to
this challenge has been the par-
tial transformation of R&D
departments into corporate ven-
turing groups. Such groups enable
the value of technologies that do
not fit the core businesses of the
parent company to be captured
through the likes of equity deals
that involve spin-off technology
companies as well as through

more traditional licensing agreements.
Celanese Ventures has implemented

precisely this strategy. Noncore tech-
nologies developed by the former cor-
porate R&D organization at Hoechst
were spun off and sold to external
investors. Examples of such deals are the
spin-off and subsequent sale of the super-
conductor project to Alcatel; Air Quality
Filtration Technologies to BBA Non
Wovens; and Covion GmbH, a leading
producer of light-emitting polymers, to
Avecia. Celanese Ventures will use the
proceeds that resulted from these deals

to finance its core technologies, such as
the development of fuel cell components
and new projects in the areas of func-
tional foods and biotechnology.

The fuel cell program, in particular,
offers Celanese Ventures an outstanding
corporate growth opportunity. Celanese
intends to become the leading supplier of
membrane electrode assemblies to the
emerging fuel cell industry. The company
is currently developing and commercial-
izing these products through alliances
with Plug Power and Honda, which are
two leading participants in the fuel cell
industry.

A strong corporate venturing group
can make an important contribution to
maintaining the overall competitiveness
of a chemical company. As the new mil-
lennium sweeps us into the future, I rel-
ish the challenge of managing and posi-
tioning our venturing group at Celanese
Ventures.
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