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Synthetic rubber 
makers adapting to 
changes on all fronts

C
hanges impacting the 
synthetic rubber (SR) 
industry and its markets in 
different world regions 
were the main theme at 

the annual meeting of the Internation-
al Institute of Synthetic Rubber 
Producers (IISRP), this year held 7-10 
April in Dublin.

Setting the scene, Eugene Zubov of 
market intelligence agency Chem-Cou-
rier provided an in-depth analysis of 
the current state-of-play for the SR 
industry in the EU, USA, Asia and Russia. 

In his analysis, Zubov covered 
production and trade-flows for 
styrene-butadiene, polybutadiene, 
nitrile, butyl, halobutyl, polyisoprene 
and EPDM rubber, from 2019 to 2025.

In 2024, the top exporters of 
synthetic rubber were South Korea 
followed by the US, Russia, the EU, 
Japan, Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand, 
according to the presentation. 

While total volumes changed only 
slightly – decreasing from 6 million 
tonnes to 5.8 million tonnes – the 
five-year reviow period saw significant 
reductions in exports from both the 
EU and Russia.

Globally, SR imports also declined, 
from 7.0 million tonnes to 6.3 million 
tonnes between 2019 and 2024, though 
with China significantly reinforcing its 
position as the largest buyer. 

In sharp contrast to the growth in 
China, imports to second-placed EU 
registered a substantial decline, while 
the US was edged out of third place by 

Major shifts in the 
production and supply 
of materials worldwide 
at a time of major 
transition in tire and 
automotive industries

India and Thailand, continued Zubov.
Key developments for EU produc-

ers, he said, included the ban on SR 
imports from Russia since July 2024 
and the negative impact of high 
energy costs on production and 
market demand in the region.

These developments were reflected 
in the report data, which showed that 
SR exports from the European bloc 
had fallen by 23% since 2019, while 
imports registered a 22% decline.

In the six months before the ban, 
imports of SR from Russia to the EU 
grew substantially, including 
year-on-year increases of: 226% for IR 
and 49% for butadiene rubber (BR). 

Looking ahead, the EU export 
situation was likely to remain 
challenging, not least due to “possible 
25% tariffs on imports to the US and 
fierce competition with Russian 
suppliers in China and Turkiye.”

Furthermore, the ChemCourier 
presenter pointed to the challenges 
posed by “expected reductions in 
feedstock availability [and] higher 
production costs compared with 
competitors.”

Indeed, feedstock supply is 
becoming a significant issue for 
European producers, due to the 
closedown of crackers – Zubov citing 
rationalisation and restructuring moves 
at ExxonMobil, Versalis and Sabic. 

As the ChemCourier analyst 
summarised: “Expensive energy, 
competition with Russian SR in China 
and Turkiye and US tariffs are 
jeopardising EU exports, while several 
cracker closedowns will reduce C4 
supply in Europe.”

CONTINUED ON PAGE 34

SR producers in the US have fared 
much better than their European rivals, 
Zubov estimating that the country 
achieved strong growth in exports over 
the last five years: up 12% since 2019.

The US was listed as the world’s 
largest exporter of EPDM rubber and 
ranked among the top three exporters 
of BR and a major importer of SBR 
from the EU and South Korea. 

In the domestic market, however, 

Washington’s imposition of tariffs on 
butadiene from Canada and SBR from 
Europe looks set to make rubber in 
more expensive for customers in the 
US, Zubov cautioned.

In the feedstock arena, the US has 
enhanced its own production position, 
though is still very reliant on butadiene 
imports, especially from Canada. 

Top exporters

Sources: Chem-Courier; Korea International Trade Association(KITA); Eurostat; United States International Trade Commission; Japan Ministry of 
Finance; International Enterprise Singapore; Taiwan’s Customs Administration, Ministry of Finance; Thai Customs; International Trade Centre

Top importers

Sources: General Administration of Customs of the People’s Republic of China; Eurostat; United States International Trade Commission; Thai Customs; 
Government of India Ministry of Commerce; Association of Southeast Asian Nations;BPS-Statistics Indonesia; TürkiyeistatistikKurumu;Ministério do 
Desenvolvimento, Indústria e Comércio Exterior;UN Comtrade; The Canadian International Merchandise Trade;International Trade Centre

Market share change

Selected emerging rivals - USD million

Sailun

Kumho

Apollo

Linglong

JK Tyre

Ceat

2024 2019-2024

Revenue

4,487

3,328

3,119

3,076

1,758

1,531

Earnings*

667.0

433.2

221.1

344.8

98.2

81.6

Margin

14.9%

13.0%

7.1%

11.2%

5.6%

5.3%

Sales 
growth

+105%

+63.8%

+28.7%

+23.8%

+28.0%

+45.8%

Profit 
growth

+211%

+8,698%

+131%

+24.2%

+523%

+52.6%

*Operating profit. Source: Tire Industry Research

Top 6: Sales and earnings (tires) - USD million

Bridgestone

Michelin

Goodyear

Continental

Pirelli

Sumitomo

2024 2019-2024

Revenue

27,284

22,919

18,878

14,998

7,329

6,909

Earnings*

2,920

2,453

155

2,023

1,147

503

Margin

10.7%

10.7%

0.8%

13.5%

10.7%

7.3%

Sales 
growth

+2.5%

-9.3%

+7.9%

-0.7%

+23.0%

-4.0%

Profit 
growth

-9.6%

-20.1%

-79.5%

+7.3%

+11.8%

-8.0%

*Operating profit. Source: Tire Industry Research
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By far the world’s largest user of SR, 
the tire market is worth around $200 
billion, comprising: car and light truck 
tires $100 billion; heavy truck & bus 
tires, $50 billion; and speciality tires, 
$50 billion, Shaw’s estimates showed. 

Over recent years, said Shaw, a key 
trend within the tire manufacturing 
industry has been a marked reduction in 
volumes produced by the major players.  

Top five producers Michelin, 
Bridgestone, Goodyear, Continental 
and Pirelli he stated, are losing 
volumes – by around 5% a year – to 
much faster growing rivals, such as 
Apollo, JK Tyres, Kumho, Linglong, 
Prinx Chengshan and Sailun.

The trend, he said, is partly due to 
efforts among the established ‘big five’, 
to focus far more on selling higher-val-
ue-added products, especially 18” and 
larger diameter tires, and tires for EVs.  

Among other attributes, stated 
Shaw, these smaller mainly Asian 
producers are “ambitious, agile, 
[drive] strategy from the top” and 
have substantial resources and OEM 
contracts.  

To grow volumes, therefore, 
synthetic rubber producers must 
engage with this newly buoyant 
section of the tire industry: supporting 
their strategies of offering lower prices 
and stronger value-propositions.

A key aspect behind this trend has 
been input from Western-based 
consultancies, which offer support 
ranging from the design of complete 
tire plants to the development of tires 
that meet the requirements on 
markets in the EU and US. 

This, he said, highlights the value 
for SR producers of engagement with 

companies such as Finland’s Black 
Donuts, which is highly active in all 
areas of tire development – as 
evidenced by its recent opening of a 
new materials R&D facility. 

Such services, said the presenter, 
can help to accelerate the develop-
ment of new tire compounds and 
significantly enhance flexibility within 
R&D programmes.

Automotive trends
Both tire makers and their materials 
suppliers have, in turn, to respond to 
ongoing changes in the automotive 
industry, which is said to account for 
up 60% of synthetic rubber demand.

In Dublin, Robert Simmons, 
director, Tyre & Rubber Research 
reported that global sales of light 

China has clearly become a 
powerhouse for the global SR 
industry, with imports up by 185kt 
since 2019, and exports rising by 
645kt, a more than four-fold increase. 
The country is also substantially 
increasing its butadiene feedstock 
production.

At least seven new SR facilities with 
the total annual capacity of 525kt will 
come on stream in 2025, said Zubov, 
noting that this will add to the 865kt 
from 11 units announced for startup 
in 2022-24. 

The surge in new capacity is being 
supported by increasing demand 
from south Asian and southeast Asian 
countries, including Cambodia which 
is becoming a major producer and 
exporter of tires.

Another feature is the emergence 
of Russia as China’s largest trade 
partner by adding 412kt to SR 
imports since 2019, while imports 
from the EU by 50kt.

In Russia, output dropped by 6.6% 
and exports by 26%, the latter decline 
including a 76% drop in sales to the EU 
dropped, Zubov noting that the country 
remains “self-sufficient in butadiene and 
styrene feedstock and has overcapacity 
in SR, which it needs to export.”

According to the analyst, Russia’s 
loss of business to the European 
market was more than offset by 
increased exports to China and 
Turkiye – up 180% and 49% respec-
tively – as well as 53% higher 
domestic demand.

But sanctions, linked to Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, mean that there 
are few foreign markets for its 
materials, Zubov adding that “imposed 
sanctions and growing output in China 
are causing concerns over [future 
prospects for] Russia’s SR exports.

Over the review period, Russian 
producers were further hampered by 
difficulties in importing catalysts and 
equipment, as well as sanctions-relat-
ed restrictions on bank-payments and 
difficulties in importing equipment for 
plant repairs.

However, some of these challenges 
are now being addressed with, for 
instance, main producer Sibur 
planning to start its own production 
of n-butyl lithium catalysts by 2026, 
according to the presenter.

Tire markets
Synthetic rubber producers will have 
to adapt their market growth 
strategies to address a major on-going 
shift in the tire manufacturing 
industry, David Shaw, CEO, Tire 
Industry Research, advised at the IISRP 
meeting in Dublin

vehicles have been growing and 
approaching pre-Covid levels, helped 
in part by strong growth in emerging 
countries, such as Brazil and India. 

Meanwhile, said Simmons, the glob-
al vehicle parc is continuing to 
increase, with the highest growth in 
the emerging markets, though miles 
driven per vehicle are still below 
pre-Covid levels, partly in-line with 
fuel prices in developed markets. Tire 
makers, he added, are also benefitting 
increasing demand for in SUVs, which 
require higher OE tire sizes. 

One drag on growth in sales of light 
vehicle, and by extension OE tire 
demand, noted Simmons, has been an 
upward trend in the average age of 
vehicles, as pressure on finances, and 
greater reliability lead owners to keep 
their cars for longer before choosing 
to make a new purchase. 

As seen in the supplier industry, 
China has been the driver for much of 
the growth in demand and produc-
tion of vehicles over recent years – as 
evidenced by the rise in its exports of 
both ICE (internal combustion engine) 
and electric vehicles (EVs) since 2019. 

Overall, “EV sales are dominated by 
markets which have a strong 
regulatory framework,” according to 
the industry analyst, presenting 
figures to underline the leading 
positions of China and Europe in the 
transition to new-mobility platforms.   

Government support has been a 
particularly significant factor in China, 
Simmons noting that Chinese light 
vehicle sales are being supported by 
tax incentives for purchasing new EV 
and for scrapping older vehicles. 
However, he cautioned, this situation 
is now under threat from tariffs being 
introduced by the US.

China EV exports by regionGlobal light vehicle production by body type

Increasing global demand for larger tires

BEV (plus plug-in hybrid) car sales %


