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Why did Japanese petrochemical companies participate in the Petrochemical
Cooperation Round-table Conference in the early high-growth era?
The focus on coordinating the plant-building process in the petrochemical industry

Keitaro Nagai

Abstract

This study examines the process of formulating industrial policy for the petrochemical industry in
Japan. Petrochemical companies implemented “voluntary coordination” of plant-building from mid-1961
with a view to strengthening international competitiveness after the number of companies aspiring to
enter the industry increased. The Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) and petro-
chemical companies convened the first Petrochemical Cooperation Round-table Conference in Decem-
ber 1964. This paper studies the period from 1960 to 1964 leading up to establishment of the confer-
ence. The petrochemical industry faced differing quantitative and qualitative demand for each of its
products. I compare high-pressure polyethylene (HPP) and middle-low-pressure polyethylene (MLPP)
to highlight the coordination process. I find that for MLPP, the increase in production volume was rel-
atively slow, and new entrants did not join the industry. A consensus on coordination was reached
without difficulty, and thus voluntary coordination was easy to implement. Conversely, for HPP, pro-
duction volume increased rapidly, and a series of new entrants emerged. Moreover, there were strong
incentives for expansion because of disparities in production capacity among competitors and remark-
able increases in production volumes. The primary reason for petrochemical companies to participate
in the conference was the existence of products, such as HPP, for which coordination within the indus-
try had reached its limits.

Keywords: petrochemical industry, industrial policy, MITI (Ministry of International Trade and In-
dustry), coordination in plant-building, high-growth era, high-pressure polyethylene (low-
density polyethylene), middle-low-pressure polyethylene (high density polyethylene)
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