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Expectations at this stage are for continued growth in 
the European market, at levels above GDP for some  
applications.

Lighting applications are used in the downstream  
automotive and construction sectors, with growth  
expected for both in 2017.

Although growth expectations for the automotive sector 
are cooling, a year-on-year increase is still expected.

The amount of PMMA used in vehicle production is  
increasing because of new uses and the pursuit of  
lighter materials to replace glass and metals.

PMMA can be used for frontal lighting in cars which use 
LED lights, because LED lights operate at a lower  
temperature than traditional lighting – making PMMA 
more suitable.

Unlike conventional front-lighting, larger more complex 
lights are used in SUV vehicles, with one supplier  
saying that this means a double-layer of PMMA is used 
in some cars.  

The hot topic in the automotive sector is the continuing 
pursuit of light-weighting vehicles, and here there are 
some bright possibilities for PMMA.

Manufacturers continue to replace glass and metals in 
cars with lighter plastics. Comparing the weight of  
traditional glass with a highly-transparent PMMA  
alternative, manufacturers will be able to reduce the 
weight by half.  

Unlike other plastics, for example polycarbonate (PC), 
PMMA does not ‘yellow’ over time from exposure to  
ultra-violet (UV) rays.

Although PMMA’s strengths are clear, so are its  
weaknesses – namely it is more fragile than the  
unbreakable PC alternative. 

Producers are looking into developing PMMA with a 
higher breaking point to increase its use in cars. This 
would represent a breakthrough for PMMA, which will 
not only have the possibility of replacing glass but also 

other plastics, for example in dashboards, while also 
retaining its aesthetic qualities.  

A solid performance from the construction sector is also 
expected, in particular in the replacement lighting sector.  
A number of buildings are updating their lighting  
requirements to use LED bulbs, and this is expected 
to result in an increase in demand for PMMA, which is 
used to cover lights.

There has also been an increase in PMMA use in  
facade applications, with continued growth in this sector 
seen in recent years.

Another benefit of PMMA is its ability to disperse light, 
which ensures uniformity without hot spots, and means 
that the LED bulb is not visible. This is particularly  
important for signs in commercial use, and combined 
with its weather-resistant properties, PMMA is ideal. 
Again, this is seen as an area of strength for 2017.

Some players estimate that the construction sector  
accounts for 30% of European PMMA demand –  
the highest percentage of demand in the region.

Growth in both the construction and automotive sectors 
are largely driven by macroeconomics, but the increase 
in applications is also exciting some PMMA participants.

The outlook for 2017 in the European polymethyl methacrylate (PMMA) market is looking 
bright, with players expecting the lighting applications sector to shine next year. 
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PMMA does compete with other plastics in some  
applications. The increase in PMMA prices in Q4 2016 
combined with the fall in PC prices this year, could 
cause some competition in 2017.

Traditionally, PC is priced above PMMA, and some  
buyers have the flexibility to switch between the two.

Estimates of those who are able to do this vary between 
10-20% of PMMA buyers.

It is not a quick process with some saying it can take up 
to six months to convert production.

Although it does not apply to the majority in the market, 
for some buyers in the roof lighting sector, for example, 
a rise in PMMA prices coupled with a fall in PC prices, 
could result in some players assessing their options.

Overall, with inventories low, demand robust and  
upstream supply shortening weekly, the majority of 
PMMA sellers do not currently see this as a serious 
threat.

The European styrene acrylonitrile (SAN) market has,  
at times, also faced strong competition from PMMA. 
Most of the time, this has resulted in weak SAN demand 
and a rather dull market situation. 

The fact that SAN is a very niche business has also 
made the situation more difficult. However, during the 
past few months, the increase in PMMA prices due to 
the global tightening of methyl methacrylate (MMA) and 
PMMA supply, has resulted in some room for  
improvement for SAN volumes. Producers admit that 
they had to make an additional effort to get some  
positive results. 

There is expected to be pressure on supply for the rest 
of 2016, until players step away for the Christmas  
holiday period.

The tight upstream MMA supply situation is expected to 
continue until the end of the first quarter of 2017. A sales 
control that was implemented by Lucite International on 
18 October is expected to remain in place until the end 
of November, at the very least. Looking ahead to the 
new year, with European production reaching normal 
levels and an expected increase in imports, European 
MMA supply could ease. 

Whether this supply level will be mirrored downstream 
for PMMA is in part dependant on the supply balance in 
Asia. Material coming into Europe from Asia traditionally 
increases after the Lunar New Year period, which falls 
on 28 January 2017. 

Due to the tightness in global MMA supply, less MMA 
has been polymerised, and at this stage, it is unclear if 
the traditional pattern will occur. 

90,000 tonnes of new PMMA capacity is due to come 
on stream in the Middle East in the second half of 2017, 
with the potential to impact on global trade flows. 

Some market participants say Asian material could be  
displaced in places such as Europe and Turkey, with 
this new wave of Middle Eastern material. 

Given the current snugness in supply and the demand 
growth estimated for next year, some players believe 
the new supply may be needed to meet continued 
growth in the market.

Although the future of the global supply balance is not 
clear, demand for PMMA in 2017 is expected to be 
strong, and with advances in lighting applications the 
future is looking bright.

Additional reporting Vasiliki Parapouli 
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