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Spreads between feedstock ethylene and LLDPE had weakened considerably since July 2017, resulting in some integrated PE producers selling their 
ethylene in favor of  producing polyethylene. In contrast, propylene-PP spreads have remained relatively stable throughout the years. 
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FORECAST PRICE TRENDS FOR KEY POLYETHYLENE AND POLYPROPYLENE IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS

Our polyethylene and polypropylene forecast reports provide everything you need to support your 
short- to medium-term commercial plans, from trade balances and in-depth market overviews to 
supply and demand outlooks. Coverage includes:
n  Rolling 12-month price forecast for key polyethylene and polypropylene grades
n  Feedstock prices and how they affect commodity market prices and margins
n  Market review analysis, with an economic outlook on the likely impact on the polyolefins markets
n  Alternative scenarios to 2018 outlook

Enquire about the forecast reports 3
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will result in damage to the sales of the 7% of US LLDPE grades not 
covered by the tariffs, along with all grades of US LDPE. 

■  There will be no cutbacks in US output despite US exclusion from 
the world’s most important PE market. 

■  The reason is that many of the existing and new US PE plants are 
integrated upstream into natural gas production. US natural gas 
producers have to extract most of the ethane from methane before 
they can put methane into domestic pipelines. This is because of 
pipeline regulations.

■  In revenue terms the US natural gas business is far bigger than 
the US PE business. This means that the priority will be to keep 
natural gas production going by finding a home for vastly increased 
quantities of ethane (the result of the US shale gas revolution), even 
if this means a major squeeze in US PE margins.

■  Ethane cannot be flared for environmental reasons and the only 
end-use market for ethane is steam cracking.

SEA markets face a flood of US material
■  Now take a look at the chart on the right at the bottom of p2. It 

shows net imports, country by country, in the Asia & Pacific region 
in 2018 and 2019. 

■  Vietnam will have the biggest net imports at 2.8m tonnes followed 
by Indonesia at 1.7m tonnes and India at 1.5m tonnes.

■  The HDPE and LLDPE net exporters in Asia & Pacific will be Singapore 
and Thailand. India, despite its net import position, will increase its 
exports because of big new capacity additions. 

■  Whilst Singapore and Thailand will face tougher competition from 
the US in Vietnam, Indonesia and other Asia & Pacific net import 
countries, they will be able to export more to China because of 
displaced US volumes. The same applies to India.

■  But, narrowing our focus down to SEA, we see a flood of US HDPE 
and LLDPE imports arriving in the region. This flood will build in 
intensity over the next year. 

■  More immediately, SEA will also see re-exports of US HDPE and 
LLDPE that are in Chinese bonded warehouses, yet to clear customs. 
Chinese buyers will re-export these shipments to avoid paying the 
25% duties.

■  SEA economic growth will also see a sharp fall because of the 
weakness of local currencies against the US dollar. This has led us to 
make significant downward forecasts for SEA spreads:
• In July, before China announced its tariffs, we had expected that 

the average 12-month spread between CFR Japan naphtha costs 
and SEA HDPE prices would be $563/tonne. Now we expect 
$517/tonne.

• Our July forecast for 12-month SEA LLDPE spreads was $560/
tonne. This will slip to $496/tonne in August 2018-July 2019. 

■  The reduction in spreads has been accompanied by a sharp fall in 

Market overview (continued)
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our SEA HDPE and LLDPE price forecasts.
■  We also assume that average Chinese HDPE and LLDPE prices will 

be slightly higher than those in SEA during August 2018-July 2019. 
Normally, SEA prices carry a premium because of less competition 
in SEA than in China.  

■  A reason for this reversal is that that there will only be a moderate 
economic slowdown in China whilst SEA suffers a more pronounced 
decline in growth (see Economic outlook on p4 for our view on the 
China economy and its PE market). Meanwhile, as we have just 
said, SEA will face a flood of US HDPE and LLDPE. 

■  BUT this is only our base case. Recent events in Turkey may result in 
much weaker growth in both SEA, China and the rest of the world. 
You must plan for this downside scenario. 

Turkey crisis: Global implications
■  What if the Turkish economic crisis leads to a global economic crisis? 

This could happen because of the following three transmission 
mechanisms:

 1. Investors will continue to withdraw from emerging markets and 
back to the safety of the US dollar. This will result in defaults on the 
$2.5tn of emerging markets debt that needs to be serviced by the 
end of 2019.

 2. The flight to safety will further depreciate the Turkish lira and 
other emerging market currencies. This will act as a major drag on 
growth, especially if oil prices remain close to where they are today. 
India, Indonesia, South Africa and Turkey are effectively paying 
2008 prices for crude – around $100/bbl – when you factor in steep 
falls in their currencies.

 3. EU banks are heavily exposed to Turkey and so will suffer 
substantial losses, putting a strain on the European financial system.

■  The chart on the left at the bottom of this page shows that before 
the crisis began, we were forecasting that Turkey’s total PE net 
imports would grow from around 1.6m tonnes in 2017 to 1.7m 
tonnes this year and to 1.8m tonnes in 2019. The chart breaks 
down this overall forecast into HDPE, LLDPE and LDPE.

■  We might well have to revise these numbers down, which would be 
bad news for leading exporters to Turkey. Leading exporters include 
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Egypt, Belgium, South Korea and Singapore.

■  The chart on the right at the bottom of this page shows that Turkey 
is very important to the global PE industry as its net HDPE, LDPE and 
LLDPE imports will total 3.5m tonnes in 2018 and 2019. This will 
make it the fourth biggest importer in the world.  

■  This chart means that even if the Turkish crisis is just localised, 
the damage to Turkish PE imports will significantly weaken global 
supply and demand balances. This will occur as the global industry 
also comes under pressure from the biggest-ever increase in US 
production.
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■  Look at the chart on the left at the bottom of p2. It shows the 
world’s major HDPE and LLDPE net import regions (imports minus 
exports) in 2018 and 2019. 

■  This is one of many sets of data that show just how lopsided the 
global PE business is because of its extreme overreliance on China 
for imports. 

■  No less than 54% of total net imports during these two years will 
be accounted for by China. In terms of tonnes, China’s net imports 
will be at around 20m tonnes with Europe, which includes Turkey, 
in distant second place at 20% and 7.5m tonnes.

■  CEOs of PE companies often stand up at big conferences and talk 
about booming developing word import requirements supporting 
their new investment plans. 

■  This isn’t supported by the data. The Asia & Pacific region, which 
includes the whole of south Asia (India, Pakistan and Bangladesh 
etc.) and the whole of SEA, will only have net imports of 2.3m 
tonnes in 2018 and 2019. This will be just 6% of the total. The only 
real boom is taking place in China.

■  Then consider these ICIS forecasts:
• US HDPE net exports (exports minus imports) will rise from 1.2m 

tonnes in 2018 to 1.4m tonnes in 2019. On a cumulative basis, 
US net imports in 2018-2019 will total 2.6m tonnes compared 
with 2m tonnes in 2016-2017.

• US LLDPE net exports will rise from this year’s 966,000 tonnes to 
1.7m tonnes in 2019. Put 2018 and 2019 net exports together 
and they total 2.6m tonnes. This is against just 973,000 tonnes 
in 2016-2017.

Market overview
■  China is to impose 25% import tariffs on all US HDPE imports 

and 93% of US LLDPE imports from 23 August. This will bring US 
shipments of these two polymers to China to an almost complete 
stop.

■  Some commentators argue otherwise. They contend that US 
producers will be able to absorb all of the 25% tariffs because US 
ethane-based PE variable cost margins remain very strong.

■  US variable cost margins are still strong despite significant declines 
so far this year compared with 2017. 

■  But this doesn’t take into account the big capital costs incurred by 
US producers as a result of building new plants. The US companies 
have also promised very good returns to their shareholders based 
on no 25% import tariffs.

■  We thus think that US producers will try to charge Chinese 
customers most, if not all, of the 25% tariffs. 

■  The Chinese buyers will refuse because US HDPE and LLDPE imports 
only accounted for about 5% of total Chinese imports in 2017 and 
during H1 this year. This makes it easy for Chinese buyers to refuse 
to accept US offers and close the supply gap by increasing imports 
from the Middle East, SEA and India. 

■  The RMB has slumped in value against the US dollar during 2018. 
This has made Chinese PE imports substantially more expensive. It 
will thus be too costly for Chinese buyers to accept premiums for US 
material that reflect some or all of the 25% tariffs. 

■  Do not underestimate the power of patriotism. Chinese anger at 
US trade policy could well lead to buyers refusing to acquire US 
cargoes, regardless of the economics involved. Perhaps this anger 

Raw materials
■  Our latest Brent crude forecast is for an average price of $74/bbl 

in August 2018-July 2019. This is $4/bbl higher than our previous 
prediction, with the increase the result of increased geopolitical 
tensions between the US and Iran. In early August, the US imposed 
probably the toughest-ever set of economic sanctions on Iran. 

■  But whilst we see oil edging up during the next 12 months, we do 
not see a breakout in pricing back towards the $100/bbl level. 

■  A reason for this is rising US production. In July, US production 
reached an all-time record-high level because of the shale-oil energy 
revolution. We also expect global economic activity, and so demand 
for crude, to be dampened by the background threat of a full-scale 
US-China trade war. 

■  Under our base-case assumption, Chinese economic growth will 
decline very slightly in 2018 on trade war fears and lower industrial 
activity resulting from the government’s campaigns against bad 
debt and pollution.
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NE ASIA – ETHYLENE, PE PRICES ICIS CONSULTING PRICE FORECAST, $/TONNE

Month
HDPE (inj)  
CFR China

LDPE (film) 
CFR China

LLDPE (film) 
CFR China

Past May 2018 1190 1186 1180

Jun 1207 1151 1149

Jul 1179 1111 1104

Current* Aug 1195 1140 1120

Forecast Sep 1215 1175 1160

Oct 1200 1170 1140

Nov 1160 1165 1130

Dec 1110 1160 1120

Jan 2019 1120 1140 1100

Feb 1135 1190 1130

Mar 1160 1220 1180

Apr 1170 1250 1215

May 1185 1245 1200

Jun 1195 1215 1175

Jul 1180 1200 1150
Note: * = estimated

■  US and Chinese trade negotiators were due to meet in Washington 
this week in an effort to calm the trade war down. A breakthrough 
is possible by the time you read this report. Or the discussions could 
instead only lay the groundwork for a summit between President 
Trump and China’s President Xi in November.

■  Our base case is that little progress will be made now or in November, 
and that the trade war will drag on. President Trump is not going to 
abandon his America First strategy because of his long-held belief 
that tariffs are vital for returning manufacturing jobs to the US.

■  China cannot accede to the main US demands in this trade war. 
The demands centre on China backing away from its push for 
more access to intellectual property, which is supported by heavy 
government subsidies. In doing so, China would be undermining its 
chances of sustaining strong economic growth.

■  Drill down to the specifics of the Asian PE industry and this tells 
us that the 25% Chinese import tariffs on all grades of US HDPE 
exported to China and 93% of US grades of LLDPE will stay in place 

during the rest of this year and into at least the first half of 2019. 
The tariffs were announced on 8 August and are due to come into 
effect on 23 August.

■  This won’t hurt China but is a major blow to US PE (see Market 
overview on p2). US HDPE and LLDPE exports to China will almost 
come to a halt, forcing the US to turn to much smaller markets in 
the Asia & Pacific region, which includes southeast Asia (SEA). 

■  The resulting oversupply has led us to substantially reduce our 
forecasts for spreads between a tonne of naphtha feedstock costs 
and prices per tonne of HDPE and LLDPE in SEA. This also means a 
big reduction in our SEA price forecasts. Here are our forecasts for 
average prices from August 2018 until July 2019:
• Ethylene: $1,322/tonne CFR northeast Asia and $1,193/tonne 

CFR SEA.
• HDPE: $1,169/tonne CFR China and $1,165/tonne CFR SEA.
• LDPE: $1,189/tonne CFR China and $1,222/tonne CFR SEA.
• LLDPE: $1,152/tonne CFR China and $1,143/tonne CFR SEA.

Price forecast: August 2018 to July 2019
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SE ASIA – ETHYLENE, PE PRICES ICIS CONSULTING PRICE FORECAST, $/TONNE

Month
HDPE (inj)  
CFR SEA

LDPE (film) 
CFR SEA

LLDPE (film) 
CFR SEA

Past May 2018 1285 1256 1220

Jun 1290 1262 1223

Jul 1280 1218 1181

Current* Aug 1265 1200 1160

Forecast Sep 1275 1230 1150

Oct 1220 1210 1140

Nov 1130 1190 1130

Dec 1110 1180 1105

Jan 2019 1070 1160 1070

Feb 1105 1230 1100

Mar 1110 1260 1150

Apr 1180 1270 1205

May 1175 1290 1195

Jun 1175 1210 1165

Jul 1160 1230 1150
Note: * = estimated

POLYOLEFINS SOUTHEAST ASIAN MARKET OVERVIEW
From early 2018, for the first time in three years, spot prices of  dutiable 
polypropylene (PP) flat yarn in southeast Asia have exceeded that of  
linear low density polyethylene (LLDPE) prices amid diverging market 
fundamentals. A relatively tight supply of  Middle East cargoes and an 

absence of  any significant volumes of  deep-sea cargoes have provided 
some support to PP prices over the year. However, availability of  
competitively-priced India and US cargoes have suppressed LLDPE prices in 

the region.  By Felita Widjaja and Leanne Tan

INFORM YOUR PURCHASING DECISIONS WITH RELIABLE 
DATA AND INSIGHTS INTO SEA POLYOLEFINS 

Optimise your company’s profitability by staying ahead of market movements, and make sure that you have the right tools to buy 
your raw materials at the best possible price.

https://www.icis.com/contact/enquire-about-icis-price-forecast-reports/?channel=chemicals&commodity=polyolefins&cmpid=ILC|CHEM|CHPRI-2018_SGC_SEA_polyolefins_infographics-pdf&sfid=7012X000001WFE9


Demand for polymer imports has slowed down further amid depreciation of  local Asian currencies against US dollar, spurred by the ongoing US-China 
trade war. Southeast Asian market players are concerned on how the prolonged conflicts would impact the regional trade flow. Displaced US PE cargoes, 
initially targeted for China, might inundate the regional market, outstripping demand growth. China is becoming a less attractive import destination for 
commodity PP grades as it moves towards self-sufficiency.

IMPACT OF US-CHINA TRADE WAR

REGIONAL TRADE FLOW – POLYPROPYLENE 2018
(Units in thousand tonnes per year)

REGIONAL TRADE FLOW – LLDPE 2018
Units in thousand tonnes per year
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In addition to global additional capacities, southeast Asia PE and PP expansions are well underway, underpinned by mega projects in Malaysia and 
Vietnam. Malaysia is set to become a net PP exporter upon completion of  the Refinery and Petrochemical Integrated Development (RAPID) project. 
Meanwhile, Vietnam looks set to welcome its first PE producer when the fully-integrated Long Son Petrochemicals Project starts up in 2022. These 
additional capacities might exert supply pressure and weigh down on market sentiment in the longer term.

SE ASIA CAPACITY EXPANSIONS  

INDONESIA

PHILIPPINES

MALAYSIA

VIETNAM

THAILAND

PTTGC
Location: Map Ta Phut
Capacity: 400 LLDPE
Start-up: End 2017

Nghi Son Refinery 
and Petrochemical
Location: Thanh Hoa
Capacity: 400 PP
Start-up: Jul-18

Long Son 
Petrochemical
Location: Ba Ria-Vung Tau
Capacity: 500 LLDPE, 
450 HDPE, 400 PP
Start-up: H1 2022

Lotte Chemical Titan
Location: Pasir Gudang
Capacity: 200 PP
Start-up: Jul-18

Petronas
Location: Johor 
Capacity: 400 HDPE, 
350 LLDPE; 900 PP
Start-up: H1 2019; 
End 2018/2019

JG Summit
Location: Batangas
Capacity: 250 HDPE,
110 PP (expansion)
Start-up: 2020

Chandra Asri
Location: Cilegon Banten
Capacity: 400 LLDPE/HDPE; 
80 PP (debottlenecking)
Start-up: Early 2020; 2019

LIST OF PE & PP SOUTHEAST ASIA PLANNED START UPS 

PROCURE SEA POLYOLEFINS/PLASTICS AT THE RIGHT TRADING PRICES
ICIS polyolefins pricing reports provide regional price assessments of all the key 
polymer grades traded regionally, particularly in SEA. Utilising a reliable benchmark 
for your contract price settlements, they are published weekly, enabling  you to 
monitor trading prices and understand price drivers/fluctuations. Our coverage 
includes:
n  Spot and contract price assessments
n  Price history
n  Market commentary on trends and developments
n  Upstream and downstream movements
n  Transactions reported and confirmed
n  Plant and production news

Request a free sample report

 
 
Copolymer

SPOT PRICES 

Price Range Four Weeks Ago US CTS/lb

PP Block Co-Polymer, General Purpose

CFR SE Asia All Origins  USD/tonne n/c 1270-1390 n/c 1250-1380 57.61-63.05

CFR SE Asia Dutiable*  USD/tonne n/c 1270-1280 n/c 1250-1260 57.61-58.06

CFR SE Asia Non-Dutiable  USD/tonne n/c 1365-1390 n/c 1330-1380 61.92-63.05

CFR China Main Ports  USD/tonne n/c 1260-1310 n/c 1260-1320 57.15-59.42

PP Random Co-Polymer (10≤MI≤30)

CFR SE Asia All Origins  USD/tonne n/c 1330-1410 n/c 1340-1420 60.33-63.96

CFR SE Asia Dutiable*  USD/tonne n/c 1330-1340 n/c 1340-1350 60.33-60.78

CFR SE Asia Non-Dutiable  USD/tonne n/c 1390-1410 n/c 1400-1420 63.05-63.96

CFR China Main Ports  USD/tonne n/c 1320-1400 n/c 1330-1410 59.87-63.50

 
In contrast to homopolymer grades, scheduled maintenance turnarounds among several major copolymer producers in southeast
Asia led to curtailed availability of copolymer grades. Meanwhile, supply of dutiable copolymer cargoes remains ample relative to
demand, leading to a wider price gap between dutiable and non-dutiable cargoes in southeast Asia, relative to homopolymer
grades.

PP Block Copolymer (General Purpose Grade)

China

PP block co-polymer CFR China prices were assessed as stable week on week, based on workable buying and selling indications.
Others deals concluded were range-bound.

CFR China deals (USD/Tonne):  
Origins Deals LC at sight (A)rrival Remarks
Saudi (D) 1270-1290 Oct by a producer

South Korean (D) 1225 Oct by a producer, not
considered*

Saudi (D) 1270 Oct by a trader

Taiwanese (ND) 1380 Sep by a producer, not
considered**

 *Transactions were not widespread at this level in the week.

**ICIS methodology for CFR China assessment captures only cargoes of dutiable origin.

 

CFR China offers (USD/Tonne):  
Origins Offers LC at sight (A)rrival Remarks
Saudi (D) 1340 Oct by a producer
Saudi (D) 1280 at bonded warehouse by a producer
South Korean (D) 1260 Oct by a trader
Saudi (D) 1310 Oct by a trader

  

CFR China buying indications (USD/Tonne):  
Origins Buying Indication (A)rrival Remarks
Saudi (D) 1260 at bonded warehouse by a producer
South Korean (D) 1260 Oct by a trader

  

CFR China selling indications (USD/Tonne):  
Origins Selling Indication (A)rrival Remarks
Saudi (D) 1310 Oct by a trader
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Homopolymer

SPOT PRICES 

Price Range Four Weeks Ago US CTS/lb

PP BOPP Film

CFR SE Asia All Origins  USD/tonne n/c 1250-1310 n/c 1260-1310 56.70-59.42

CFR SE Asia Dutiable*  USD/tonne n/c 1250-1270 +5 1260-1270 56.70-57.61

CFR SE Asia Non-Dutiable  USD/tonne n/c 1290-1310 n/c 1290-1310 58.51-59.42

CFR China Main Ports  USD/tonne n/c 1210-1230 n/c 1210-1240 54.88-55.79

PP IPP Film

CFR SE Asia All Origins  USD/tonne -10 1250-1320 n/c 1250-1320 56.70-59.87

CFR SE Asia Dutiable*  USD/tonne -10 1250-1270 n/c 1250-1270 56.70-57.61

CFR SE Asia Non-Dutiable  USD/tonne n/c 1290-1320 n/c 1290-1320 58.51-59.87

PP Injection

CFR SE Asia All Origins  USD/tonne -10 1230-1290 n/c 1230-1290 55.79-58.51

CFR SE Asia Dutiable*  USD/tonne -10 1230-1250 n/c 1230-1250 55.79-56.70

CFR SE Asia Non-Dutiable  USD/tonne n/c 1250-1290 n/c 1270-1290 56.70-58.51

CFR Vietnam All Origins  USD/tonne n/c 1220-1240 n/c 1210-1230 55.34-56.25

CFR China Main Ports  USD/tonne n/c 1200-1220 -10 1210-1230 54.43-55.34

PP Flat Yarn (Raffia)

CFR SE Asia All Origins  USD/tonne -10 1230-1290 n/c 1230-1290 55.79-58.51

CFR SE Asia Dutiable*  USD/tonne -10 1230-1250 n/c 1230-1250 55.79-56.70

CFR SE Asia Non-Dutiable  USD/tonne n/c 1250-1290 n/c 1270-1290 56.70-58.51

CFR Vietnam All Origins  USD/tonne n/c 1230-1250 n/c 1220-1240 55.79-56.70

CFR China Main Ports  USD/tonne n/c 1200-1220 -5 1200-1230 54.43-55.34

 
In China, most homopolymer spot prices were stable to soft in the week, but trading remained subdued. A largely unchanged
exchange rate of Chinese yuan against US dollar, resulted in the lack of major slippages on the import front. Futures and domestic
prices fluctuated mildly in the week, but ultimately registered limited changes. Fresh supplies from a new northeast Asian producer
was heard, with some China customers getting discounts for large-volume purchases. However, demand for imports remained
weak overall.

In southeast Asia, homopolymer prices were under pressure in the week, whereas copolymer prices remain supported by pockets
of tightness in the region. Availability of flat yarn and other duty-free homopolymer ASEAN cargoes was ample, with fresh supplies
coming from Vietnam and Malaysia.

BOPP (biaxially oriented polypropylene) film

China

BOPP film CFR China prices were assessed as unchanged week on week reflecting range-bound buying and selling indications. 

CFR China deals (USD/Tonne):  
Origins Deals LC at sight (A)rrival Remarks
Saudi (D) 1250 Oct by a trader, not considered*

*Transactions were not widespread at this level in the week.

 

CFR China offers (USD/Tonne):  
Origins Offers LC at sight (A)rrival Remarks
Saudi (D) 1250 Oct by a producer
Saudi (D) 1250 Oct by a trader

  

CFR China buying indications (USD/Tonne):  
Origins Buying Indication (A)rrival Remarks
Saudi (D) 1210 Oct by a trader
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Please click here for full details on the criteria ICIS uses in making these price assessments.
 
Overview

• Homopolymer prices under pressure
• Copol stable amid tight ASEAN supply
• Softening domestic and futures prices in China

Polypropylene (PP) prices in Asia were under pressure in the week, with bearish sentiment in China spilling into southeast Asia as
well. Spot availability remains ample amid fresh supplies from new start-ups. However, supply of dutiable cargoes from the Middle
East remained comparatively tight, especially for commodity homopolymer grades. Supply across the region remains sluggish.
Some market players previously anticipated a pick-up in demand in September, but there remains little sign of this.

Outlook

The escalating China-US trade war has curbed China’s exports of downstream plastic products and in turn reduced demand for
imported feedstock. Plastic processors in the country are likely to continue to purchase materials on an as-needed basis. Some
market players in southeast Asia were hopeful that demand will gradually return in late September and October as the rainy
season draws to a close. Meanwhile, despite on-going and upcoming maintenance turnarounds scheduled, supply is expected to
remain ample.

The impact of the US-China trade tensions on the polyolefins market will also be explored at the  ICIS Asian Polyolefins conference
 on 14-15 November in Bangkok. 
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