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Plastic products are thinner and lighter than traditional materials--they keep food fresher longer--they make cars more fuel efficient--and they protect us from bacteria and disease.  Moreover, because plastics can be recycled they make a significant contribution to reducing our dependence on our precious natural resources.  

The U.S. plastics industry, with a manufacturing presence in every state in the U.S., is a significant contributor to the nation’s economy, outpacing most other manufacturing industries in the creation of jobs and economic growth for America’s communities.  The U.S. plastics industry generates more than $304 billion in annual shipments.  More than 20,000 U.S. facilities produce plastic material, products, and equipment, and employ more than 1.5 million workers.  In the past two decades, the industry’s producers of raw materials, products, processing machinery, and molds have continually added new jobs to the economy even as overall manufacturing employment declined.  

Many of the mainstream industries that spurred the plastics industry in the late-'80s and early-'90s have dramatically changed.  Overall, the plastics industry is growing, but manufacturers who sell to industries that have seen dramatic changes have not been as lucky.  

Key end-user industries such as packaging, construction, motor vehicles, and consumer durables, will likely affect growth in the U.S. plastics industry.  These industries are in turn affected by trends in consumer spending, gross domestic product, and population growth.  Other issues that influence the industry are the cost and availability of raw material, foreign competition, technological advancements, and competition from other materials.  

Plastics are ubiquitous.  Since their discovery many years ago and subsequent commercialization and public acceptance after World War II, plastics now play a major, although often unnoticed, part in the life of virtually anyone who lives in a developed country.  Not only are many products packaged in plastics, but many durable goods are also either produced from plastics or are encased in them.    

Prior to 1996, the U.S. plastics industry had experienced a period of volatility in both output and pricing.  Demand for plastics grew in 1992, spurred by a strong recovery in construction, and again in 1994 as a result of an upswing in the motor vehicle industry and robust overall economic growth.  Strong domestic demand and an increased focus on exports increased shipments from U.S. producers to nearly 8 percent in 1994, although there was a considerable decline the following year in response to a slight downturn in the U.S. automotive and construction industries and inventory correction by some processors.  

Prices for plastic materials, which had remained relatively flat in the early 1990s, jumped dramatically in 1994 and 1995 due to the combination of strong demand and short supply of raw materials.  U.S. consumption of plastics and materials totaled more than 82 billion pounds in 1997.  

The major trends affecting plastics such as convenience, flexibility, and solid waste disposal will continue.  The competitiveness of plastics verses aluminum and steel should improve as commodity pricing continues downward.  

Advancing technologies are augmenting the downward trend as well, particularly precision injection molding processing.  These processes include thin-wall and runner-less molding, characterized as a leading technological advancements that have helped manufacturers minimize the amount of material going into a part, spur, or runner, thereby reducing production costs.  

World demand for plastics is expected to surpass 150 million metric tons by the year 2002.  A healthier world economy should spur demand, which is anticipated to grow in key end-user markets such as construction and motor vehicles.  Although the United States, Japan, and Western Europe should continue to dominate the production and consumption of plastics, markets in developing nations, especially Brazil, China, Mexico, and South Korea should experience more rapid growth.   

International trade has become more important as U.S. companies seek to benefit from the fast growth of developing economies in Asia and South America.  Competition from foreign producers also affect imports, which have continued to grow, surpassing a record 10 percent of worldwide demand in 1994.  The largest amount of trade has been with Canada and Mexico because of their proximity to the United States and favorable NAFTA status.  

Legal/Environmental/Trade Issues

The plastics industry will continue to be faced with the challenges created by environmental related issues.  The inevitable end to all goods, natural or manufactured, is either consumption or disposal.  Some plastic products are made to be disposable, for example virtually all packaging materials and products.  Others are more durable, meaning to last for some period of time.  However, eventually, everything wears out and is disposed of.  

Waste disposal has become a major industry and disposal of plastics has become a technological, business, political, and social subject that has created and attracted a lot of attention from researchers, businessmen, politicians, environmental activists, and the general public. 

Import Effect Summary

Impact of Imports

Imports are expected to continue a positive pattern of growth, following a 6.5 percent increase in 2000.  Imports from Asia--predominantly Hong Kong, South Korea and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, will continue to grow at double-digit levels as these country’s economies continue to recover.  Still, Canadian imports hold a 44 percent share of the U.S. import market.

