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Coronavirus expected to delay EU chemical recovery 
 

Key messages: Compared to the key customer 
sectors chemical production growth in 2019 was 
less negative. Chemical output declined 1.0% in 
2019. With -6.6%, “Automotive” reported the 
largest output drop in 2019.  
 
The chemical business is currently facing some 
uncertainty with regards to the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) and its impact on Q1-2020. It is still 
too early to evaluate the impact: up to now, we 
do not see a substantial direct and immediate 
impact of the virus on the chemical business in 
Europe. Some analysts expect to see more visible 
signs in the first two quarters of 2020. The 
question is how quickly and strongly the recovery 
will be. 
 
Coronavirus halts global manufacturing recovery 
As stated in the Oxford Economics MIB (Monthly 
Industry Briefings) report (Feb 2019), “Prior to the 
coronavirus outbreak, there had been signs that 
the worst was over for both world trade and the 
manufacturing sector, supported by an 
improvement in sentiment and an easing of trade 
tensions following the US-China phase-one deal. 
However, this tentative optimism has been 
dashed by the current coronavirus disruption”. 
  

 
 
Source: Oxford Economics/Monthly Industry Briefings/Global 
Industry/ February 2020. 

 

The global effect on industry is expected to be 
considerably worse than the SARS epidemic in 
2003.  
 
Chinese manufacturing has deep roots in global 
supply chains and neighbouring countries are 
particularly exposed. As a consequence, the 
sharp drop in Chinese industrial activity will have 
a knock-on effect on production in other 
countries through several channels, such as 
import demand, supply chains, business 
confidence and wealth effects, with global 
automotive and electronics among the most 
vulnerable industrial sectors. 
 
EU automotive: 6.6% below the previous year’s 
level (Jan-Dec 2018) 
 

 
Source: Eurostat and Cefic Analysis March 2020 

 
Output continued to decline for the fourth 
consecutive quarter of last year. The automotive 
sector posted a decrease in output of 9.1% in Q4-
2019, compared to Q4-2018 with a 4.0% 
decrease. All in all, output was 6.6% below the 
previous year’s level (Jan-Dec 2018). Some 
analysts still expect a gradual recovery in the 
automotive sector in Europe. 
 
EU construction: 2.8% above the previous year’s 
level (Jan-Dec 2018) 
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EU manufacturing production: 1.0% below the 
previous year’s level (Jan-Dec 2018). 
Industrial growth in the EU area remained 
negative (-1.0%) in 2019. Apart from “food and 
beverage” and “construction”, all key industrial 
sectors posted a significant decline in Q4-2019, 
compared to Q4-2018. One exception was the 
construction business, which was still positive but 
started to lose momentum in Q4-2019. 
 
EU industrial output growth by sector (in %) 
 

 
Source: Eurostat and Cefic Analysis March 2020 
 

Global chemicals: 2.0% above the previous year’s 
level (Jan-Dec 2018) 
 

 
Source: Eurostat and Cefic Analysis March 2020 
 

The global chemical industry continued to lose 
 
 
 
 
 

 
momentum. Output grew 1.8% in Q4-2019 
compared to Q4-2018, and 0.6% compared to 
Q3-2019. The weak trend of key customer sectors 
globally slowed the growth of chemicals. The 
exceptions with stronger growth were China with 
4.6% and Russia and India with around 4.0% in 
2019 compared to the previous year’s level.   
 
EU chemical production: 1.0% below the previous 
year’s level (Jan-Dec 2018) 
As expected, and in line with the EU 
manufacturing sector, output of EU chemicals 
continued its negative trend during the rest of the 
year. Output grew 0.9% in Q4-2019 compared to 
Q4-2018, and 0.3% compared to Q3-2019. 
 

 
Source: Eurostat and Cefic Analysis March 2020 

 
In 2019, producer prices were 0.5% below 2018. 
Total sales (domestic and exports) in the EU 
chemical business posted a value of €478.7 billion 
for the first eleven months of 2019, 2.0% below 
the previous year’s level. 
 
EU chemical exports: 1.3% above the previous 
year’s level (Jan-Dec 2018) 
EU chemical exports outside the EU area reached 
the value of €176.6 billion in 2019 (December 
data is estimated), up from €174.3 billion in 2018. 
EU chemical exports to the USA rose by €2.0 
billion (+7.2%), mainly in specialty chemicals and 
petrochemicals. EU chemical exports to China 
amounted to €14.3 billion in 2019, slightly up 
from €14.0 billion in 2019 (+2.1%).  
 
EU chemical imports: 2.2% above the previous 
year’s level (Jan-Dec 2018) 
EU chemical imports rose by €2.8 billion in 2019. 
Imports outside the EU area reached the value 
of €131.7 billion in 2019 (Dec data estimated), 
up from €128.9 billion in 2018 (2.2%). 
Petrochemicals and specialty chemicals 
contributed most to the increase in total 
imports. 


