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AS EUROPE PET PRICES CLIMB,  
BUYERS CONSIDER R-PET ALTERNATIVES 

As a PET trader said in late January 2017: “Prices go 
through the roof and then through the roof again. I don’t 
know how many floors there are.”

It was reacting, of course, to the upwards price trajectory 
PET has mostly followed since the end of October 2016.

This movement occurred in spite of the fact that the end of 
the year is traditionally seen as a low season for the product.

Although, this should not be a surprise: it has recently 
almost become a trend for PET prices to confound such 
typical price expectations. 

Since the end of last year, after unusually low prices during 
the product’s peak season, upstream pressure and a dearth 
of imported alternatives have become the main drivers in the 
PET market.

Producers raised prices in response and have managed to 
sell so much volume that domestic supply was labelled tight 
by early February 2017.

One buyer said: “For me it [tight supply] is more the fact that 
people stopped buying imports for several months and this 
increased demand for European material. If we don’t buy 
imports, it might backfire.”

The product’s price midpoint has subsequently hit levels in 
January and February of this year that outstripped prices 
from the same months in 2015 and 2016.

What makes this even more atypical is that in 2015 and 
2016 there was generally a softening price trend for PET in 
January, as opposed to the initial firming seen this year. 

This PET price jump has therefore led buyers to search for 
alternatives, according to market sources.

As both PET and R-PET compete directly in certain  
applications, players say they are viewing R-PET as an 
increasingly attractive option instead. 

The price rises implemented in the PET market from the end 
of last year have consequently been welcomed by recyclers. 
However, the PET price growth has not been mirrored in the 
R-PET market during late 2016 and early 2017 and instead 
tentative increases have been implemented during the first 
months of 2017. 

As a result of competition with low-priced PET throughout 
2016, R-PET prices faced heavy downwards pressure. 

In the first quarter of 2016 market participants were  
commenting on the inability of the R-PET market to reflect 
the depth of PET price decreases and this led to some  
buyers rethinking their positions, with a move away from 
R-PET in some cases. 

The first quarter of 2017 has seen a reversal of this  
situation, and where once limited decreases had been  
considered a weakness, limited increases are proving  
attractive to those buyers in a position to move between 
R-PET and PET. 

“Over the last five years there haven’t been many periods 
like this with good news,” said one recycler in February. 

The relative stability in R-PET pricing, when compared to 
the shifts in PET pricing, is partly due to the need for a gap 
between the price of PET and R-PET and while the size of 
the gap necessary depends on the application, the larger 
the gap between the price of PET and R-PET, the more  
competitive R-PET becomes. 

However, the uptrend in PET prices has also given R-PET 
sellers an opportunity to look for higher pricing, with  
movements implemented in January and February price  
discussions also focused on price rises in many cases,  
especially where the price of post-consumer PET bottles  
is rising. 

Rising polyethylene terephthalate (PET) prices in Europe have led some buyers to  
reconsider their options, according to market sources, with recycled polyethylene  
terephthalate (R-PET) being viewed by some as an increasingly attractive option as PET 
prices climb.  
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One German recycler said in February: “Unfortunately  
also bottle increases there, otherwise it would be nice.  
No margin improvements.”

Developments in the R-PET market can vary significantly 
between nations, as national boundaries are particularly 
influential in determining post-consumer PET bottle  
collections and prices. 

In the opening months of 2017 French post-consumer PET 
bottle prices, which usually move on a quarterly basis, have 
enjoyed relative stability, when compared to the  
upwards pressure experienced in the German market. 

One French market participant said in January: “No price 
change in flakes in France, I guess in Germany they have 
been more reactive. It may be that it will come later  
in France.”

While it remains to be seen how R-PET pricing will  
develop, both colourless R-PET flakes and R-PET food 
grade pellets are enjoying strong demand in early 2017, 
according to market sources. 

One recycler said that it had noted a particular interest from 
buyers using R-PET in film applications, adding that where 
buyers had previously switched to PET, there had been 
some move back to R-PET, influencing demand. 

The R-PET colourless flake market has become increasingly 
balanced, allowing room for greater price increases than 
in the mixed-coloured R-PET flake market, where weaker 
demand and greater availability have limited room for  
price increases. 

With PET sources saying that they expect the product’s 
prices to continue increasing at least into March and some 
players even commenting that they see no signs indicating 
that PET prices will drop after the first quarter, the  
competition between R-PET and PET and the benefits and 
weaknesses of both are set to remain focal points of  
discussions in early 2017. 

However, agonising over the choice between R-PET and 
PET is not a new phenomenon. 

One buyer said that some companies that switched to use 
R-PET at a time when the products’ price gap was much 
larger and because R-PET’s environmental friendliness  
was more marketable, had been burnt when pricing  
trends shifted.

“They could tell the story that they used it for sustainability 
reasons,” it said.

“All the while it was just for commercial reasons, they had 
big issues because R-PET pellets were more expensive 
than virgin material. 

“They lost money then but they have been driven by their 
marketing team so hard that they couldn’t go back.”

An R-PET market participant said: “All those so-called green 
companies moved to virgin but now the gap is big again, 
people would and are interested in R-PET suddenly.

“It proves R-PET is interesting as long as [there] is money. 
They aren’t green at all, they are just focused on money and 
they don’t care where it comes from.”

It remains to be seen whether the PET price hikes in late 
2016 and early 2017 will provide any long-term benefits 
to R-PET demand or whether talk of moving from PET to 
R-PET remains largely a negotiation strategy for buyers 
looking to resist higher PET prices. 
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