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inSight
MacroeconoMic factorS keep US pet Market weak

Macroeconomic factors have been slowing the 
polyethylene terephthalate (PET) market in the US since 
shortly after the trade war between the US and China 
began in June 2018.

When the US administration first announced that it would 
impose different tariffs on Chinese imports starting on 
6 July 2018, PET resin prices were averaging 75 cents/
lb DEL (delivered). Resin prices then climbed to the 
low 80s cents/lb DEL in September on the back the 
peak demand season in the summer, still unaffected 
by the newly proposed tariffs that did not include 
petrochemicals.

Since then, pellet prices have been going down, 
shedding more than 30 cents/lb in the spot market to 
about 50 cents/lb DEL.

Although the PET price decline in November 2018 at first 
seemed to be triggered by the end of the summer season, 
pricing became and has remained unpredictable, tracking a 
downward trend.

Furthermore, the peak demand season in 2019 never 
materialised, weighing heavily on resin values. Contrasting 
with previous years, PET prices decreased instead of 
increasing, contradicting initial expectations of a busy 
summer season.

As demand continues to decline into the fourth quarter, 
resin producers have been facing margin deterioration. The 
slump has been so severe that it appears to have affected 
feedstock paraxylene (PX) prices, pushing them down once 
again in its September settlement as contracts lost 1 cent/lb 
($22/tonne) DEL, dipping to its lowest level since July 2017.
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Tensions caused by the prolonged trade war are 
considered the main culprit for the slowdown in the US 
PET market as well as in Asia and other parts of the world. 
In Asia, the Chinese PET market appears to have been 
affected the most by the tariffs war.

Since the inception of the conflict, PET demand has 
weakened across the globe. This has resulted in abundant 
supply, despite a reduction in operating rates, and buyers’ 
expectations of further price discounts.

Chinese suppliers have been targeting Latin America 
with very low prices in hopes of placing more material in 
the region, with Chinese offers to Latin America heard at 
around $850/tonne FOB (free on board) China.

Mexican resin suppliers have also focused their sales 
efforts on Central and South America, given the low buying 
interest from US buyers.

Spot enquiries for PET in the US are low and are expected 
to become lower with the approach of colder weather 
conditions. Spot prices in the US are much lower than 

contract values, with many offers heard in the high 40s 
cents/lb DEL, especially for imported material. Other offers 
are at just 50 cents/lb DEL.

Uncertainties regarding a resolution to the US-China trade 
war remain, pending a potential meeting between the two 
countries’ presidents during the World Bank Investment 
Forum hosted by Chile the week of 11-17 November.

PET resins can be broadly classified into bottle, fibre or film 
grade, named according to the downstream applications. 
Bottle grade resin is the most commonly traded form of 
PET resin and it is used in bottle and container packaging 
through blow molding and thermoforming. Fibre grade resin 
goes into making polyester fibre, while film grade resin is 
used in electrical and flexible packaging applications.

PET can be compounded with glass fibre for the production 
of engineering plastics.

DAK Americas, Indorama, Nan Ya Plastics Corp and Far 
Eastern New Century (FENC) are major PET producers in 
the US.
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