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StrUggLE for gLoBaL MarkEt SharE PUShES US ExPort PE 
PricES to 10-yEar LowS

The US Gulf region is currently in the midst of a massive 
wave of polyethylene (PE) capacity increases.

Producers are on track to add nearly 6m tonnes/year of 
new capacity between 2017 and 2019, while as much as 
14.5m tonnes/year of new capacity could be added prior 
to 2025 assuming all planned projects are brought to 
completion.

These new capacity builds are being driven by the significant 
production cost advantages provided by cheap and abundant 
natural gas liquids (NGL) feedstocks to US producers rather 
than any forecast increase in domestic demand.

The US PE market is considered mature, and domestic 
demand growth is expected to fall well short of the 
capacity expansion wave. New capacity from these plants 
is therefore targeted at export markets, with US product 
easily able to compete against higher-cost Asian and 
European producers.

Middle Eastern producers also enjoy cheap NGL feedstocks 
and are capable of competing on cost with US product.

Global market participants had hoped that new US capacity 
would be absorbed by global demand growth, keeping 
prices at levels that would ensure the ongoing viability of 
Asian and European producers while ensuring healthy 
profits for US projects.

US EMErgES aS a SEcoND MaJor gLoBaL 
ExPortEr
New US capacity is entering a global market where trade 
tensions limit sales to China, by far the world’s largest 
PE importer, even as mounting signs of a possible global 
economic slowdown limit consumption growth across the 
world.

“Middle Eastern and Asian producers are currently meeting 
the demands of the Chinese market, while US product is 
moving everywhere else. Price competition is developing 
between US and Middle Eastern material as Middle 
Eastern producers seek to preserve market share outside 
of China,” according to Bob Bauman, President of Polymer 
Consulting International.

Increasing competition to place volumes internationally has 
pushed US PE export prices to 10-year lows, with export 
prices remaining below the $1,000/tonne threshold on a 
free on board (FOB) US Gulf basis for much of 2019. With 
occasional exceptions, US spot PE prices had not fallen 
below the $1000/tonne threshold since 2009.

“Middle Eastern producers have traditionally been the 
primary exporter in the global PE market and have been 
disciplined about selling at locally competitive rates 
rather than undercutting domestic producers.,” said 
James Ray, vice president of Americas consulting for 
ICIS said.

US poLyethyLene price report
ICIS price reports provide independent, objective and trusted 
intelligence for over 180 chemical commodities across the Americas, 
Europe and Asia.

USE iciS iNforMatioN to:
  Follow fluctuations and understand factors driving them
  Input into your own internal analytical models
  Clarify settlements and contracts
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find out more about iciS price reports
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“US producers, emerging as second major export center, have 
been less cautious and the large new capacity additions are 
pulling PE prices lower. The US is rapidly adding capacity but 
is likely to remain in second place in terms of overall export 
volumes to the Middle East,” he added.

US ExPortS rEDirEctED
According to data from the ICIS Supply and Demand 
Database, total US PE exports to China fell 18% in the first 
six months of 2019 compared to the same period of the 
prior year.

Over the same period, total global US exports were up 
42.5% for high density polyethylene (HDPE), up 44.5% for 
linear low density polyethylene (LLDPE) and up 72.5% for 
low density polyethylene (LDPE).

US producers have had to look away from China to 
other markets, where the US low-cost position has been 
instrumental in winning market share.

“We had hoped to raise our allocations to southeast Asia this 
year, but we have struggled to compete against US producers 
in the region,” a source at an Indian producer stated.

Southeast Asia has become a key target area for US 
producers following the implementation of additional tariffs 
by China.  US PE exports in the first of 2019 skyrocketed 
by over 11-fold  to Vietnam while exports to Malaysia were 
up nearly sixfold over the same period.

Europe has also emerged as a key target market for US 
exporters. Exports to Belgium, a key gateway point for 
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Northwestern Europe, rose by 77% in the first half of 2019 
while exports to Italy rose sharply over the same period.

rEcESSioN fEarS, traDE tENSioNS iMPact 
DEMaND
PE demand around the globe has been coming under 
pressure amid fears of a possible economic recession, 
which has resulted in weaker demand across a number of 
key industrial segments.

Data from major purchasing managers’ indices (PMIs) 
suggest that manufacturing activity is contracting in Europe 
and China while US manufacturing is still expanding, albeit 
at a slower pace than previously.

Trade tensions between the US and China have also 
weighed on global PE demand. Many of China’s plastic 
processors export their finished goods to the US and the 
additional tariffs being applied on Chinese goods in the US 
is slowing this trade.

“Some processors are considering relocating to other 
countries such as India and Vietnam, but the reality is that 
no other country in Asia can match China’s capabilities as 
a large-scale manufacturer of finished plastic products,” an 
Asian producer source commented.

PE is the most widely used plastic in the world, primarily 
found in packaging including plastic bags, plastic films and 
geomembranes.

Major US producers of PE include Chevron Phillips 
Chemical (CP Chem), DowDuPont, LyondellBasell, 
ExxonMobil, Formosa, INEOS, Total Petrochemicals and 
Westlake.
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