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Abstract
We discuss the implementation of a deep reinforcement learning based agent
to automatically make scheduling decisions for a continuous chemical reactor
currently in operation. This model is tasked with scheduling the reactor on a
daily basis in the face of uncertain demand and production interruptions. The
reinforcement learning model has been trained on a simulator of the scheduling
process that was built with historical demand and production data. The model
has been successfully implemented to develop schedules on-line for an industrial
reactor and has exhibited improvements over human made schedules. We discuss
the process of training, implementation, and development of this system and the
application of reinforcement learning for complex, stochastic decision making in
the chemical industry.
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Introduction

Scheduling in an industrial chemical process requires determining when to produce a product, in what
quantity, and in what sequence in order to satisfy ever-changing market requirements. In practice,
these decisions are made by human planners who are required to account for a vast amount of
disparate orders from customers around the world. Additionally, the plant has production constraints
such as type-dependent changeovers, daily packing and shipping capacities, and schedules are all too
often thrown out of sorts due to unplanned maintenance issues or new customer requests. The role can
be mentally taxing on humans who have to juggle an inordinate amount of information and uncertainty
to keep customers satisfied and meet production targets. There is clear difference in planner and
scheduler capabilities, and given the difficulties of the role, there is a large amount of turnover that is
seen among planners and schedulers. For these reasons, we seek to develop an approach to support
planners and schedulers by making production schedules automatically, allowing them to focus on
customer service and business process improvement rather than difficult optimization problems.
Chemical scheduling processes have been explored by researchers since the late 1970’s with pioneering works by Reklaitis [16] and Mauderli and Rippin [13] on process scheduling and industrial
applications of batch scheduling (see Grossmann and Harjunkoski [2] for more on the history of the
field). These early works acknowledged the existence of uncertainty and the complications that it
poses, but did not tackle these issues in their formulations.
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Figure 1: Losses are sequence dependent with the off-grade values denoting the average amount of
off-grade material that will be manufactured before the reactor begins to produce in-spec material.
Much work has been done over the years to address scheduling under uncertainty via math programming models [17, 6, 3, 5, 4]. Despite these improvements, traditional math programming approaches
are not widely used in industrial production planning roles due to the stochastic nature of the role
and the size of the models, which often makes solving these models in an on-line fashion prohibitive.
Instead, optimization models are used as a guide for a planner or scheduler to make changes to over
the course of the planning horizon. More often than not, looking back over the previous month, the
actual schedule that was implemented scarcely resembles the initial schedule that was delivered by
the optimization model, and these systems tend to fall out of favor among planners who are entrusted
with the outputs of the models.
To address these shortcomings and move towards a fully-automated planning and scheduling solution,
we have developed and implemented a deep reinforcement learning (DRL) system. Mao et al. [12] use
reinforcement learning in conjunction with a graph neural network to schedule compute processes on
a cluster. Almasan et al. [1] uses a deep Q-network with a graph neural network for optimal routing.
Hubbs et al. [8] provide a series of operations research problems and benchmarks showing the deep
reinforcement learning performs well across a wide set of problems operating under uncertainty. Li
[11] contributes an extensive review of applications of deep reinforcement learning in the literature
and Pinedo [15] provides a thorough overview of the theory and design of scheduling systems.
Most relevant is Hubbs et al. [7] which provides the foundations for this current work, in which the
authors explore scheduling a single-stage continuous chemical reactor with change-over costs with
an actor-critic model and benchmark the results against a variety of MILP models.
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Problem Description

The chemical plant under consideration has two stages, a continuous reactor stage followed by a
packaging stage. At the first stage, the planner must choose to produce one of six separate products
(denoted as products A − F ) subject to minimum campaign lengths, capacity and raw material
constraints (see Figure 1 for an illustration). Additionally, the reactor can incur type-change losses
whereby the thermal and chemical properties of one product differs from that of the next product
causing lost production as out-of-spec product is manufactured that cannot be sold at prime prices.
Some type changes are so severe that they are forbidden, while others have manageable costs
associated with them. The second, packaging stage can process a single product at a time and can
package each of the six products from the first stage into two separate types of packages for road or
maritime shipment (products A1 , A2 etc.). No type-change losses are incurred at the second stage.
The run-rates for both stages are considered fixed under normal operating conditions, therefore the
sequence for both stages is the only degree of freedom the system must cope with. The schedule must
be made under demand and equipment uncertainty due to unplanned outages and delays all while
maintaining product availability and inventory level targets. New orders are continuously entered
into the planning system, however the DRL system only updates once per day to take into account
the changes in demand from the previous 24-hours due to a limitation with the data-refresh rate. The
schedule also has a fixed period in the near term whereby no changes may occur to the schedule
for the next seven days in order to maintain commitments to customers, shipping schedules, and
work schedules for plant employees. Given the fixed period and the shifting demand in the system, a
previously optimal schedule may quickly become sub-optimal, particularly in the near term, as rush
orders are entered or customers adjust their delivery dates.
The stages must work in concert in order to meet customer demands. If there is an order for product
A1 , but the first stage does not replenish inventory levels for A or the packaging stage produces A2 ,
then a penalty is incurred.
2

Figure 2: Schematic of the DRL system which is trained in simulation before being integrated into
the online, ERP system.
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Methods

Given the voracious data appetite of DRL systems, we developed a simulation of the chemical
plant and its planning process. This simulation is based on historical, proprietary data related to the
operational history of the plant and its demand patterns. This simulation was then used to train a
DRL system using the RLlib package [14]. Policy network is defined with eight fully connected
layers (256 nodes per layer) with ReLU activation functions using the PPO algorithm for optimization
[18]. The policy selects actions for the second, packaging stage of the production facility. We then
back-calculate the first stage schedule based on the requirements of the second stage in order to
develop our full facility schedules.
Inspired by the work of Jaderberg et al. [9, 10] a Population Based Training (PBT) method was used
to meta-learn a set of parameter weights associated with elements of a reward function. PBT works in
conjunction with reinforcement learning by allowing the reward function of the DRL agent to adapt
in an evolutionary manner and by updating the hyperparameters. The system does so across a large
population of competing agents (48 in this case due to resource limitations) which are subject to a
higher-level objective function with the best agents according to this objective function selected for
mutation and use in the next round.
This approach was chosen because no obvious, direct reward signal existed and it allows for a rich
reward signal to be used for learning. The PBT objective function is determined by maximizing the
profit (revenue minus costs) collected over the training episode. The revenue is the total number of
orders shipped on time times the product margin. Total costs are determined by the inventory holding
costs which depend on the average inventory over the episode and off-grade cost. Off-grade cost is
the lost revenue due to off-grade production which is that material produced during a transition from
one product to another sold at a lower margin.
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Results and Discussion

We report two sets of results to describe the system, the historical back-test we subjected the
scheduling system to and the results of the live scheduling system following 6 months of generating
daily schedules under human supervision.
4.1

Historical Comparison

The trained agent’s performance was tested on 100 years of simulated demand to assess its expected
performance and against historical demand. A second test was then run on the actual historical data.
Given that we lack decades of high-quality data for this asset, we instead took the available years
of historical data and provided the initial conditions to agent as scheduling scenarios over 52-week
increments to comprise one historical run. We then took the next, consecutive 52-week period, set
the same initial conditions that the plant had, and created another historical testing scenario. This
was done to generate all of the historical data points shown in Figure 3.4 The results in Figure 3
4

Note that all cost, demand, and reward function values have been re-scaled to protect any sensitive or
confidential information.
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Figure 3: Performance of the trained DRL system versus 1,000 simulated years and historical data.
The DRL system outperforms actual human planners over the same horizon with an average 99%
Product Availability Rate compared to 85%.

Figure 4: The DRL agent’s performance decays as the distance between the state used to make
scheduling decisions drifts from the center of the training data in PCA space.

show a good overlap between the simulated results and the historical back-testing, although the agent
was trained in slightly higher average demand scenarios than occur in the actual, historical data.
Comparing the results of the historical run to the identical time periods for our human planners, we
find that the DRL system yields a large increase in our key metrics. For example, product availability
- a measure that determines how often we can meet customer orders when they request it - rose from
85% to 99%.
4.2

Production Scheduling System

The trained agent is deployed as a web application which collects state information from corporate
data stores to initialize the simulation with current open orders and inventory. The schedule is then
produced by the DRL agent with the specific sequence it selects being passed back into commercial
scheduling software. This schedule is reviewed by the planning team before being finalized and
executed in the plant. With this regular feedback, the team was able to troubleshoot any issues as
they arose with the system in production and make tweaks to ensure stable operation of the plant,
appropriate inventory and customer service levels.
Moreover, we monitor the states the system is operating on to better understand the limitations of the
system in practice but projecting the multi-dimensional state down to its three principle components
based on a principle component model based on training states. We hypothesized that the DRL agent’s
performance would degrade as operational states becomes increasingly dissimilar from training states.
4

Over the months since the system has been implemented, we can see that many of the states do differ
from the training data (Figure 4a). This drift has yielded poorer performance and a reduction in
reward for the agent, either by higher costs, or reduced sales and customer service levels. This is
shown in Figure 4b where we plot the distance of each state the agent has seen while in production
from the center of the training data in PCA space. In Figure 4c, we see two areas where performance
has dropped off, one coinciding with increased PCA distance. The first region of poor performance
was driven by a lengthy, unplanned production outage which negatively impacted customer service.
The second region, roughly from day 90 onward, was caused by pernicious data errors and double
counting of orders from introduction of a new system upstream from the planning agent.
Despite these challenging areas, we are encouraged by the early results of the DRL agent in our
scheduling system. To improve the quality of the schedules the system produces, we can raise alerts
to call for human intervention if the state strays too far in PCA space. More long-term, we seek to
develop an ensemble of models that can be intelligently swapped out to ensure that the planning and
scheduling performance remains as close to optimal as possible.
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Conclusion and Future Work

We developed a DRL agent to schedule a two-stage production process consisting of a continuous
chemical reactor and a packaging line, online, under uncertainty. The agent was trained using PBT
to maximize the profitability of the scheduling system. The testing results outperformed human
schedulers giving confidence in deploying the live system, which has thus far met with success. While
the live scheduling system currently operates with a human-in-the-loop, future developments hope
to move to a fully automated system that will be capable of managing the chemical reactors and
production lines autonomously.
Additional future work exists around optimizing the network of reactors in the plant and throughout
the region. This is just one of many production facilities in our network that meet customer needs
around the globe. Coordination between these facilities is often difficult creating higher inventory
levels or lower customer satisfaction to compensate. Thus we are in the process of exploring larger,
multi-agent reinforcement learning systems to address these problems.

Broader Impact
This project is explicitly aimed at automating much of the work currently done by human planners and
schedulers. The job in question is typically a high-stress, high-turnover role that requires employees
to optimize and re-optimize complex scheduling systems in order to meet ever-changing customer
demands. While the spectre of automation is disconcerting to some, economic theory and history are
in unanimous agreement that automation is a net benefit for society. Increased mechanization and
digitalization of goods and services reduces their prices causing them to be more affordable, thereby
raising the standard of living of individuals. Moreover, new products and services are developed
based on the wider availability of these goods and services leading towards economic expansion.
While the nature of these planner and scheduler jobs will change, they will not be eliminated, certainly
not in the near-term. As planning and scheduling tools have improved over the years, less of the job
has been devoted towards developing new schedules and more time has been freed for higher-value
work such as improvement projects and increasing customer service. This work may accelerate this
trend, but employers are certainly eager to re-allocate their employee’s time away from operational
tasks and towards more strategic and customer-centric activities.
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