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Demand for polyols and downstream polyurethane 
systems could face headwinds in the coming weeks as 
fears of the implications of the spread of the coronavirus 
beyond Asia.

Macroeconomic picture
2019 was a disappointing year for polyurethane 
intermediates as well as for the broader petrochemical 
industry.

Global GDP growth slowed to the lowest level seen in a 
decade while major purchasing managers indexes (PMIs) 
indicated slow growth or contraction in manufacturing 
activity across several of the world’s largest economies.

Early indications for 2020 had been looking healthy, with 
data from the Institute for Supply Management (ISM) 
showing US manufacturing activity rising in January after 
falling for five consecutive months.

This early optimism may be tempered going forward as the effects of the coronavirus 
outbreak continue to ripple through the global economy.

Construction
The construction sector in North America has seen stronger than expected demand 
during the traditionally slow season during the winter months.

This has largely been attributed to the fact that most parts of North America have been 
experiencing a relatively mild winter.

Some of the increase in construction may also have been caused by pent-up demand 
as projects that been delayed in 2019 are now able to get underway.
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show a drop of 2.5% in 2020, 
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Data from Oxford Economics showed a sharp declaration in US construction activity 
in 2019. 2020 is expected to post a recovery, although a rebound to 2018 levels is not 
expected.

automotive
The automotive sector struggled in 2019.  With the coronavirus outbreak creating 
significant headwinds for the sector in Asia, 2020 may witness further deterioration.

Moody’s Investor Services revised its forecasts for global automotive sales in 2020 to 
show a drop of 2.5% in 2020, down from a previously estimated decline of 0.9%.

“Global vehicle sales will decline 2.5% in 2020, narrowing from a 4.6% drop in 2019, but 
worsening from the 0.9% decline that we had previously projected for this year,” said 
Falk Frey, a Moody’s senior vice president. “Sales will rebound only modestly in 2021, 
with growth of 1.5%,” he added.

For the US, Moody’s expects light vehicle sales to fall 1.2% in 2020, matching the rate 
of decline seen in the prior year. Moody’s expects light vehicle sales to continue to fall 
into 2021, with the firm predicting a 0.6% decrease in light vehicle sales for 2021.

The automotive and construction sectors are among the main consumers of polyols 
and downstream polyurethane systems.

Polyether polyols are used in cushioning applications such as furniture, bedding and 
car seats, as well as commercial refrigeration and packaging.

Major US producers of polyether polyols include BASF, Dow Chemical, Covestro and 
Monument Chemical.

For the US, Moody’s  
expects light vehicle sales to 

fall 1.2% in 2020, matching 
the rate of decline seen in 

the prior year. 

“Global vehicle sales will decline 2.5% in 2020, narrowing from 
a 4.6% drop in 2019, but worsening from the 0.9% decline that 
we had previously projected for this year,” Falk Frey 

Fears of the implications of the spread of the coronavirus have 
affected demand for polyols and downstream polyurethane. 
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