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INDUSTRIAL BLOW MOLDING: CURRENT CHALLENGES, FUTURE OPPORTUNITIES

The industrial blow molding business in North America manifested strong forces of growth and technological change in the second half of the 1990s, registering an average annual growth rate of 6.5% in real (volume) terms and over 11% in nominal (value) terms. The pace of growth was particularly strong in 1998 and 1999, and then there was a “growth pause” in 2000 as the pace of growth in the overall regional economy decelerated after one of the longest periods of sustained GNP growth ever attained. Several critical markets for the industrial blow molders were adversely impacted. Automotive industry production plateaued (albeit at a historically high level), the housewares industry suffered from price spikes in resin pricing and changes in product retailing, and the toy industry underwent fundamental changes of a socio-economic nature on both the supply side and the demand side. 

Based on our telephone-based survey of all the primary participants in this marketplace – namely, processors, blow molding machinery builders, blow mold manufacturers, resin manufacturers and other plastic material suppliers, and blow molding design engineers – we estimate that there are 125 companies in this region with significant, active industrial blow molding operations of a custom, captive and/or proprietary nature. These 125 companies have an estimated 222 plants located in the United States, Canada and Mexico, with 1,975 blow molding machines of diverse types and 17,650 employees. As a result of corporate consolidation in several key markets for industrial blow molding, the number of companies has actually declined over the recent past while the number of machines installed and the number of people employed in this process have continued to increase.

The processors in this field face challenges in competing for a wide range of part programs. Although blow molding is ideal for the production of small and large hollow parts, in many applications the processors are forced to compete against alternative plastics processors such as the rotational molders, twin-sheet thermoformers, injection molders, as well as the metal (aluminum and steel) part fabricators. The rotational molders have an inherent economic advantage in low-volume part programs as a result of their low-cost molds, and the injection molders have an inherent economic advantage in high-volume part programs on the basis of their faster cycle times. The market for automotive fuel tanks, where the industrial blow molders have enjoyed a steady increase in their market share, may witness a reversal of this trend and a “back-to-metals” movement due to new regulations relating to VOC emissions.

Looking to the future, the industrial blow molders are, in the main, “bullish” with respect to the opportunities for “growing their business” through the first half of the new decade. The likely return to the long-term potential growth rate of 6.5% will be driven by expanding into new custom or proprietary part programs. It will also be driven by far-sighted investments in new equipment that will accelerate the heating and cooling stages of the product cycle, as well as adding modern process controls to existing equipment to enhance overall plant efficiency in order to meet the competitive challenges of the future.
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