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Latin American polyethylene (PE) markets have shown little change in terms of 
pricing, but the coronavirus (Covid-19) threat is no longer perceived as a passing 
nuisance that happens only in faraway countries.

Tangible consequences are now plain to see in the form of large stock value drops in 
the major exchanges of Latin America, coupled with a strong rising trend in the value of 
the US dollar versus the regional currencies.

Offer levels are rising but mostly for low density polyethylene (LDPE) that is in tight 
supply. Other grades are steady. Demand status varies with the economic conditions 
of each country.

In Argentina, ongoing initiatives to raise prices are finding pushback from buyers who 
hold more inventory than is desirable. Demand has been down during the summer 
months of the southern hemisphere. March was expected to boost demand, but the 
coronavirus has injected doubt into all forecasts.

Higher dollar value is forcing price increases in Brazil, as the local producer raises PE 
prices to prevent margin losses.

Braskem seeks to increase low density polyethylene (LDPE) prices in March by Brazilian 
real (R) 350/tonne, linear low density polyethylene (LLDPE) by R300/tonne and high 
density polyethylene (HDPE) by R100/tonne.

The dollar surge has accelerated in March. The local producer increased prices sharply 
in February (R500/tonne) for all grades, only to see the 
increases offset by the dollar rise.

Brazil’s demand has been on the rise in recent weeks, 
but the progress is now being challenged by the 
consequences of the coronavirus, such as the fall in the 
local stock market. Trade in the Sao Paulo exchange was 
halted repeatedly last week by hard losses.

Mexico is also being hit by currency depreciation. The 
US dollar reached more than Mexican peso (Ps) 24.0 last 
week, but the local currency rebounded on Friday. To put 
this in context, dollar prices were around Ps18.6-18.8 for 
a long time, and suddenly the dollar has skyrocketed.

Pemex, the local producer increased the price of all 
grades of PE by 6% effective 12 March. The move appears 
to be an effort to keep up with the dollar rise. Pemex is the 
only producer that sets pricing in local currency.

Coronavirus disrupts 
Latin America PE markets

GeorGe Martin & renato friMM MArCh 2020

LatAm PE price history

6% 
Pemex, the local producer 

has increased the price of all 
grades of PE by 6% effective 

12 March. 



Copyright 2020 Reed Business Information Ltd. ICIS is a member of RBI and is part of RELX Group plc. ICIS accepts no liability for commercial decisions based on this content.

Coronavirus disrupts Latin America PE markets | 3

The coronavirus is eliciting border closings and quarantines in the Pacific coast 
of South America. Currency depreciation has affected Colombia, Peru and Chile, 
too. Ecuador has adopted the US dollar as its national currency, and as such, it has 
avoided trouble.

Crude oil woes
Crude oil prices are still reeling from the feud between Russia and Saudi Arabia. But the 
timing of this feud could not be worse.

With the major benchmark grades of crude oil (Brent and WTI) staying below $30/bbl, a 
chain of events comes to the fore. Crude oil revenues in most parts of the world become 
insufficient to cover budgeted needs. Production becomes economically not viable in 
North America and in many other producing countries.

Petrochemical naphtha prices will follow crude with a lag of three to four weeks, and 
the entire downstream petrochemical chain will follow next. Markets are waiting to see 
how low prices can go.

Ethylene prices are already close to historic lows, and the recent proliferation of PE 
supply in the US Gulf has sent PE prices down hard on oversupply. The coronavirus is 
expected to depress demand, aggravating the existing oversupply.

The rapid expansion of infections throughout the western world has been the wildcard 
in this crisis. The closing of borders is having a large impact on trade, which will 
become more regional in nature.

Buyers understand that current shortages of LDPE may not last too long, considering 
that new production is scheduled to come online in the US Gulf this year.

The outcomes for the current situation will be better understood in a couple of months 
and will depend largely on how fast this virus can be contained. The damage to the 
global economy will be huge, even on a best-case scenario.

PE is the most widely used plastic in the world, primarily found in packaging including 
plastic bags, plastic films and geomembranes.
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With markets impacted by day-to-day developments and changing 
conditions of the coronavirus, we’re here to help you stay informed.

Receive regular updates on how the coronavirus is affecting chemicals 
and energy markets.
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