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Plant engineering benefits 
from big projects for  
sustainable steel 
Despite the volatile market environment, the outlook for plantbuilders is optimistic, German mechanical engineering VDMA 
believes. The main reason for this is the transition of the  steel industry, towards emission-free steel and the goal to become 
climate-neutral in Europe by 2050.

The metallurgical and rolling mill manufacturers organi
zed in the VDMA Large Industrial Plant Manufactur-
ers’ Group (AGAB) recorded incoming orders of EUR 

2.75 billion in 2023, which is 10% more than in the previous 
year (2022: EUR 2.49 billion). This growth was primarily trig-
gered by the increasing demand for plants for environmentally 
friendly steel production, which led to the award of several 
large and mega projects in Germany. Examples include the 
SALCOS project[1], which aims to completely convert Salzgitter 
AG’s integrated steelworks at its home location to green steel 
production by 2033, Arcelor Mittal’s decarbonization projects 
in Bremen and Eisenhüttenstadt and the replacement of a 
blast furnace with a hydrogen-powered direct reduction plant 
at Thyssenkrupp in Duisburg.

Thanks to this special effect, domestic orders rose to a 
new record of € 1.17 billion (2022: € 172 million) - more than 
double the previous record of € 552 million set in 1991. As no 
decarbonization projects of a similar magnitude were com-
missioned outside Germany in 2023 and orders for fossil-fired 
metallurgical plants did not provide any impetus, foreign 
order intake fell to EUR 1.58 billion, 32% less than in the pre-
vious year (2022: EUR 2.32 billion).

Increasing project activity in India, the USA and 
Southeast Asia 
Despite weak demand abroad, there were some regional 
bright spots, for example in India, where numerous projects 
to expand the steel industry took place against the backdrop 

Blastr and its projected pellet plant in Norway are among the larger greenfield ventures in Europe (source: Blastr)



21

Politics, Business & Economics

EDITORIAL TABLE OF
CONTENT

WORDS OF
THE MOMENT

INTERVIEW NEWS

ARTICLES

SPECIAL

Opinion/Last WordsAvantgarde/InnovationTechnical ArticleThe TransitionCover StoryPolitics, Business & Economy

Calendar of EventsPeople on the MoveInternational Orders & 
Commissioning

News of the Steel World

-Project Management -Customer Industries-Energy & Environment-Hydrogen Economy-Newcomer-Digitalisation/AI/Industry 4.0-Regional Focus

of strong economic growth. Both European and Asian plant 
manufacturers benefited from this momentum. The USA is 
currently another hotspot. Stimulated by the Inflation Reduc-
tion Act, considerable private funds flowed into the construc-
tion of new electric steel plants there in 2023.

In addition, AGAB members in South (e.g. Bangladesh) and 
Southeast Asia (e.g. Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam) registered 
an increase in investment activity, particularly in the non-
ferrous metallurgy sector. The Middle East is another attractive 
market for metallurgical plant and rolling mill construction 
in view of favorable energy prices and ambitious plans to 
restructure entire economies (e.g. Saudi Vision 2030). How
ever, some of the projects planned there have been post-
poned indefinitely due to financing problems and a lack of 
resources.

Weak demand in the other regions 
In the other regions of the world, demand for new steelworks 
and rolling mills as well as for conversions and moderniza-
tions declined for the most part. This applies to South and 
Central America, with Brazil as the largest customer, as well 
as to Africa and Australia. In the important Chinese market 
- the People’s Republic alone accounts for over 50% of 
global steel production - demand has stagnated since the 
outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic. Market opportunities 
for European plant manufacturers arise primarily in projects 
for climate-neutral steel production, with local Chinese plant 
manufacturers proving to be strong competitors.

Due to the economic sanctions against Russia and Belarus  
and the war in Ukraine, business with these countries has 
largely come to a standstill since 2022. This is unlikely to 
change much in the foreseeable future; a significant improve-
ment in sales opportunities in Ukraine can only be expected 
after the end of hostilities. Under the motto “build back bet-
ter”, the destroyed metallurgical combines will then not only 
be rebuilt, but converted to make them fit for the future. 
The industry wants to switch to green steel, which will be 
produced using renewable energies instead of fossil fuels, 
including nuclear power in Ukraine. In addition, modern air 
and wastewater filters are to reduce pollutant emissions.

The Green Deal is Europe’s growth strategy for overcoming 
the challenges associated with the transition to a resource-
efficient and competitive economy. In recent years, the funding 

associated with the program has supported the ramp-up of 
environmentally friendly steel production in Europe.

This often involves large-scale and mega projects such 
as the hydrogen steel plant in Boden commissioned by the 
Swedish start-up H2 Green Steel or the planned steel plant in 
Inkoo (Finland) equipped with an integrated hydrogen pro-
duction facility. Apart from these flagship projects, demand 
for conventional steelworks and rolling mills in Europe is 
subdued. The weak economy and the crisis in the construction 
industry are dampening demand for steel and therefore also 
the need for new plants.

New business areas in steel mill and rolling mill 
construction 
A wide range of market opportunities are opening up for steel 
mill and rolling mill manufacturers in the service business. 
AGAB companies offer their customers comprehensive ser-
vices in areas such as digitalization, process automation and 
spare parts management and also take care of staff training. 
The aim of these measures is to make systems more effi-
cient and sustainable and to exploit their full performance 
potential.

Most large-scale plants are now equipped with long-term 
service contracts. These agreements can be structured in 
different ways, but have the common goal of ensuring the 
continuous operability of the systems supplied. This results 
in cost benefits for customers, increases plant availability 
and minimizes the risk of unplanned downtime. Overall, 
long-term service contracts offer advantages to all parties 
involved, as they improve the service life and performance of 
systems and at the same time establish long-term business 
relationships.

Aspects of the circular economy are also becoming increas-
ingly important in metallurgical plant and rolling mill con-
struction. Systems for recycling electronic scrap and electric 
vehicle batteries play a key role here. Many car manufacturers, 
as well as steel manufacturers and waste management com-
panies, are working on establishing appropriate recycling 
capacities in order to return the metals contained in the bat-
teries to the cycle. In addition to recycling, concepts are also 
being developed for the secondary use of batteries. Used 
batteries can be reused in stationary energy storage systems, 
for example. Metallurgical plant engineering supplies the 

Andritz to supply new MonoBlock cold-rolling mill to North American 
Stainless (source: Andritz)

Early Illustration of the EAF building in Oxelösund, Sweden. (source: Lind-
blad Studio/Tengbom/AplusM)
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technologies required for this and is responsible for project 
management. As a result, the industry is seizing new business 
opportunities in a growing market for sustainable solutions.

Trend towards sustainability and New Work make it 
easier to recruit skilled workers 
The situation on the market for skilled workers remains tense, 
even if there are some signs of a slight easing in the face of the 
economic downturn. The steel and rolling mill construction 
industry is currently looking for expertise in the areas of IT, 
software, services and sustainability in particular and is bene
fiting from the “green” transformation of the steel industry. 
Plant engineering is becoming increasingly attractive as a 
potential employer, particularly for people who are looking for 
a deeper connection to personal values, goals and a greater 
vision in their work.

Companies in the metallurgical plant engineering sector 
are increasingly receiving unsolicited applications from young 
talents who want to work on innovative large-scale projects 
in the field of decarbonization. At the same time, new office 
and working time concepts that promise more flexibility are 
increasing the appeal of plant engineering and boosting pro-
ductivity in the project business. Instruments such as flexible 
working hours, mobile working and lifetime working time 
accounts are enabling employees to achieve an ever better 
work-life balance.

Growth in climate-neutral steel secures capacity 
utilization in the long term
Nevertheless, optimism prevails when looking to the future. 
The main reason for this is the change in the steel industry, 
which has set itself the goal of becoming climate-neutral in 
Europe by 2050 (at the latest). A number of major projects cur-
rently taking place in Northern Europe due to the availability 
of cheap ore and energy are the precursors of a development 
that is expected to accelerate further in the coming years. After 
all, it can be assumed that other steel-producing countries 
besides Europe, such as China, India and the USA, will also 
decarbonize their industries.

This will ensure high capacity utilization in the long term 
for the steelworks and rolling mill construction industry, which 
is organized in the Large Plant Construction Working Group, as 
the companies have a competitive advantage as technology 
leaders in the implementation of decarbonization projects 
and are the first point of contact for many customers from 
the international steel industry. However, the current lead 
must be permanently defended by investing in research and 
development, as market competitors from Europe and Asia 
are catching up. Innovative technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (AI) can provide support by automating design 
processes and helping engineers to work together efficiently 
with AI-supported collaboration tools.

(source: SMS group)

„Decarbonization is turning the  
global steel industry completely  
upside down. This opens up great 
additional potential for plant  
engineering. The whole world is  
currently looking to Europe to see  
how the transformation is being 
tackled here.“
Michael Rzepczyk, COO & Member the Managing Board, 
SMS group GmbH
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