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Bioprocessing Plastic Project Gets Down to Business

At a Glance
Project: Addis Ababa Institute of 
Technology Bioprocessing Plant 
Feasibility Study

Purpose: Introduce and employ a 
sustainable business model to assess the 
market feasibility of using corn to produce 
polyethylene plastic.

Project Dates: April-September 2014

Volunteer Hours: 1,750 hours

Impact: AAiT received – and learned how 
to successfully implement – an effective 
business model that can be used to 
assess the feasibility of future projects 
before investing resources, people and 
funding. With the corn-to-polyethylene 
project as an example, the Dow team 
guided AAiT through the methodology, 
determining that the idea was not feasible 
thus saving their limited resources.

Several chemistry and bioengineering professors at Ethiopia’s largest technical 
institute, Addis Ababa Institute of Technology (AAiT), had a good idea: use corn, one of 
the country’s largest agricultural resources, to produce polyethylene (PE) plastic. The 
professors had the technical knowledge for the chemical processes involved in the 
conversion. However, they needed guidance to take this project from plan to market 
and turned to Dow’s Leadership in Action team. 

Soon after they started working with Dow, the professors realized that good ideas 
are not always feasible, an important indicator of market success. So the Dow 
team guided AAiT through a feasibility study of the project’s real-world viability. 
Conducting analysis upfront was new to the professors, who quickly learned to use 
and appreciate Dow’s methodology for analyzing the potential success of their corn-
to-plastic idea.

The team was part of Dow’s Leadership in Action program that merges the company’s 
Dow Sustainability Corps (DSC) and Human Resources to offer a unique twist on 
leadership development. DSC strives to meet the world’s most basic needs by 
matching interested and capable employees with organizations that need support for 
sustainable development projects, especially in emerging geographies and areas of 
growth for Dow.

Dow believes this approach to leadership development creates superior leaders by 
introducing them to real-world experiences that test their ability to lead courageously, 
collaborate effectively and deliver innovative solutions that generate value. In this 
way, they become visionaries for growth and new business.
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Each day, people around the world seek solutions to the complex 
environment, economic and social challenges facing our world.

At Dow, our corporate philanthropic efforts address these 
challenges and are inherent in everything we do as a global 
corporation. Our citizenship is a critical component of “Setting 
the Standard for Sustainability.”

It means we are focused on local citizenship, sustainable 
innovations and global footprint reductions, directly supporting 
our vision to be the most profitable and respected science-driven 
chemical company in the world. 

®™Trademark of The Dow Chemical Company (“Dow”) or an affiliated company of Dow

The Dow team worked with the AAiT professors virtually for 
five months and together in Ethiopia for a week to conduct 
the feasibility study and present the findings. Employing a 
disciplined methodology to evaluate economic and market 
feasibility, Dow’s team and AAiT identified the most efficient 
and effective options for using corn as a viable feedstock.

“The methodology is a useful way to screen ideas and move 
forward with those that offer the biggest payback for the 
investment,” said Jesus Atias, market development manager, 
Dow Canada. “This tool is especially important for the growing 
number of innovators – like AAiT’s professors and students – 
and other entrepreneurs in Ethiopia, where overall economic 
growth has been strong for a decade but many resources are 
still scarce.”

By the end of the feasibility study, the Dow team and AAiT 
professors came to an unexpected conclusion: the corn-to-
plastic idea is not as practical as originally thought given 
Ethiopia’s current market conditions. But the team’s time and 
effort wasn’t wasted. The professors gained a versatile and 
powerful assessment tool that they can use for many other 
ideas in the future.

“The methodology shared by the Dow team gave us a model 
and tool for assessing the economic feasibility of future 
projects,” said Taye Zewdu, lecturer, PG coordinator at the AAiT 
School of Chemical and Bioengineering. “This is particularly 
helpful for our rural industrialization and green engineering 
projects, areas where we are striving to excel.”

In fact, the AAiT professors will use the same methodology 
for several ideas they have already developed, including 
evaluating the feasibility of making pharmaceutical products 
from corn. The AAiT professors and the Dow team realized both 
professional and personal benefits through participation in 
Dow’s Leadership in Action program. 

“The only disappointment we had working with the Dow team 
was to come to realize that the collaboration was reaching 
an end. I wish we could get more time and extend our 
collaboration,” said Dr. Berhanu Assefa, head of the AAiT School 
of Chemical and Bioengineering. 

“The collaboration we had with the AAiT team was the most 
exciting part of the project for me. It was very balanced, and 
both teams owned the learning that occurred during those five 
months working together,” said Atias. “By taking time to teach, 
you can learn even more. The AAiT professors showed us how 
dedication and passion will help people in Ethiopia complete 
incredible work despite minimal resources.”
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