Petrochemical executives plan for uncertainty
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Big picture: the major petrochemical companies are saying the Middle East conflict is making an already tight market even tighter. Dow, LyondellBasell, and Eastman all pointed to supply uncertainty, rising feedstock and oil-related costs, and a stronger case for price increases across polyethylene, polypropylene, and related materials.
Dow’s message was basically: supply is shaky, inventories are low, and they’re pushing through price hikes fast. Jim Fitterling said a huge share of polyethylene supply is either offline, constrained, or affected by the conflict. He also noted that inventories are historically low, demand could improve after Lunar New Year, and higher oil prices may actually help Dow because of its feedstock position. Dow is running assets hard and leaning on its geographic spread and feedstock flexibility.
LyondellBasell said the same pressure is showing up in pricing. PE and PP prices are up, oxyfuels are benefiting from crude-linked pricing, and North America looks especially advantaged because of feedstock economics. Their view is that inventories are still well below normal, which gives producers more room to push price increases. They also warned that disruption in the Strait of Hormuz could keep Middle East material constrained, and even if the conflict eases, normalization could still take months.
Eastman sounded the most “we’ve seen this before.” The company says it has a playbook for high oil-price environments and is focused on passing through higher costs where possible. Since most of its assets are domestic, it sees itself in a relatively strong position. Eastman also expects specialty and advanced materials pricing actions to keep moving, including more increases around April.
What this means for material processors: expect higher resin costs, more volatility, and the possibility of spot supply getting tighter before it gets better. Producers are clearly preparing customers for continued increases, not a quick reset.
How processors should plan:
First, get ahead of purchasing instead of waiting for monthly price letters. If you know you’ll need PE, PP, or related inputs, it may make sense to secure volume early rather than chase supply later in a rising market.
Second, review inventory strategy. This is probably not the moment to run too lean on critical materials. You do not need to overbuy everything, but core grades with long lead times or single-source risk deserve a buffer.
Third, talk to suppliers now about allocation risk, lead times, and regional sourcing options. North America appears to be in a stronger position, so processors should ask whether domestic supply can offset international disruption.
Fourth, revisit customer pricing. If your raw material costs are exposed, make sure your own quotes, surcharges, or contract language can keep up. The petrochemical producers are already signaling cost pass-through behavior.
Fifth, pressure-test your substitution options. If one resin family tightens up, know which alternate grades, specs, or formulations are realistically usable before you are forced into a quick decision.
Overall: the producers are signaling that this is not just a headline issue — it is feeding directly into pricing, availability, and planning. For processors, the smart move is to stay close to suppliers, build some flexibility into inventory and sourcing, and prepare customers for a more expensive and less predictable spring.

