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Copyright and Disclaimer

This report is copyright 2017 of the Plastics Industry Association (PLASTICS). All 
rights reserved. The methodology used to prepare this report is the sole property of 
Probe Economics LLC.

This report is offered in good faith and is believed to be accurate at the time of its 
preparation, but is offered without warranty of any kid, either express or implied as to 
merchantability, fitness for a particular purpose, or any other matter. PLASTICS does 
not endorse any products or 3rd parties that may be mentioned in the report and 
accept no responsibility for any loss or damage arising from its use. We strongly 
recommend that you seek separate counsel for guidance to the accuracy and 
appropriateness of the report.
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Summary

“Recent Developments in U.S. Plastics Trade” offers an analysis of 
plastics trade data from the first six months of 2017 and a forecast of 
what these figures mean for the remainder of the year, and for 2018.

A section focusing on “contained trade” returns to this year’s report 
after a hiatus. It discusses trade in goods that contain resins and 
plastic products and offers readers greater insights into the business 
opportunities that exist among the plastics industry’s myriad end-use 
market applications.

“Outlook for U.S. Plastics Industry Exports” gives a country-specific 
forecast for the markets that are most important to the U.S. plastics 
industry’s international footprint.

Plastics Industry Association (PLASTICS) Chief 
Economist Perc Pineda oversaw the creation 
of the 2017 edition of the Global Trends report, 
which contains several new features:

GLOBAL 
TRENDS 
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The 2017 Global Trends report shows yet another decline in the U.S. plastics industry’s 
trade surplus, from $7.1 billion in 2015 to $4.7 billion in 2016. Much as it was last year, this 
decline was driven by a strengthening U.S. economy that depends heavily on imports to 
meet demand for plastic products. 

This fact is borne out elsewhere in the report, most acutely in the apparent 
consumption figure, which is derived by combining imports and exports and 
subtracting that sum from the amount of total shipments made by the industry. In 2016, 
apparent consumption grew 3.1 percent which, as the report observes, reflects the 
greater use of U.S. plastics output domestically.

Additionally, that the U.S. plastics industry maintains its trade surplus at all makes it 
something of an anomaly among similarly situated manufacturing sectors. That it has done 
so for more than two decades consecutively, through a period in which the very nature 
of manufacturing and the global economy both changed drastically, illustrates just how 
durable the figure is, and speaks to the U.S. plastics industry’s continued impact on the 
international market. 

The report also found in 2016 that Mexico and Canada remain the top destinations for 
exports from the U.S. plastics industry, with the industry exporting $15.4 billion to Mexico 
and $11.7 billion to Canada. The industry’s largest trade surplus is with Mexico at $10.7 
billion, and its fifth-largest surplus is with Canada at $719 million. 

This has been the case for the U.S. plastics industry in previous years, but it warrants 
special mention in this year’s edition of the report as the agreement that has enabled these 
figures to so benefit the U.S. plastics industry’s trade balances with its neighbors—the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)—is in the midst of renegotiation and, 
according to some observers, facing elimination if the new agreement does not meet the 
needs of American companies to some unspecified degree. 

That the U.S. plastics industry 
maintains its trade surplus at 
all…speaks to the U.S. plastics 

industry’s continued impact on the 
international market. 
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It has been noted before that the U.S. plastics industry maintains its trade surplus due 
to agreements like NAFTA, and other free trade agreements the U.S. maintains with 
other friendly nations. The revocation of NAFTA would have serious ramifications for 
the continued health of the U.S. plastics industry, and its renegotiation could as well, if 
undertaken without care. 

That’s why PLASTICS has collaborated with its counterparts in Mexico and Canada—the 
Asociación Nacional de Industrias del Plástico A.C. (ANIPAC) and the Canadian Plastics 
Industry Association (CPIA)—to present NAFTA negotiators in all three countries with a set 
of priorities that the North American plastics industry agrees, as one, are worth revisiting in 
NAFTA’s renegotiation. These priorities were delivered to trade officials earlier in 2017 and 
the three organizations remain involved in the renegotiation of this landmark agreement that 
benefits each country’s plastics industry and the millions of people they employ.

In its new section providing an outlook on specific export markets, the 2017 Global Trends 
report notes that “the U.S. has a powerful competitive advantage in resin product due to its 
scale, infrastructure and low cost raw materials. It would take a great deal of nationalism and 
protectionism to erase that advantage.” 

The U.S. has a powerful competitive 
advantage in resin product due to its 
scale, infrastructure and low cost raw 
materials. It would take a great deal 
of nationalism and protectionism to 

erase that advantage.
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Nonetheless, that the U.S. plastics industry is well positioned to weather a storm of 
protectionism does not mean that this storm need not be feared. Uncertainty as to the 
country’s commitment to its leading role in the expansion of free trade has already impacted 
the decision making in boardrooms across the globe. Should anti-trade rhetoric eventually 
transform into anti-trade policy, in the U.S. and in other nations across the developed world, 
the impacts on business and investment activity will only increase. 

If nothing else, the 2017 Global Trends report, and the continuing example of the U.S. 
plastics industry, offer proof of the type of benefits free, open trade can confer to industries, 
and to the people they employ. There will always be room for improvement in domestic 
and international trade policy—always some way to make trade fairer, market access more 
open and consumer demand easier to meet from abroad. Even though a full retreat into 
protectionism is unlikely, to move in that direction would be a step backward for both the 
U.S. plastics industry and the global economy as a whole. 
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