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“Almost every industry has seen a severe slump in the recent economic climate. Oil prices plummeted from a record high of $150 per barrel in July of 2008, to a measly $50 by December of the same year. The plastics industry was no exception, with the use of major plastics—polyethylene, polypropylene, polystyrene, and polyvinyl chloride—dropping 9.9% and the production of these plastics dropping by 32.6% in the year 2008 (American Chemistry Council). The use of innovation is essential for the future of the plastics industry. 

“The plastics industry is the third largest manufacturing industry in the United States, employing more than 1.1 million workers in 17,600 facilities. The Plastics Industry Trade Association also reported that the U. S. plastics industry creates $374 billion in annual shipments, creating a surplus of $10.9 billion in 2007. But the plastics industry is more than just numbers. From food packaging to automobile parts, medical devices to your home computer, plastics are responsible for the things that make our lives safer, easier, and more entertaining. Chances are that without plastics, many of the items we have come to love would not exist. But with the current economic decline and today’s society focusing more and more on physical health and going green, scientists are forced to develop innovations to satisfy this need for change. 

“One such innovation is the development of so-called bioplastics. These plastics are plant based and are derived from crops such as corn, switchgrass, sugar cane, and even sweet potatoes. These new plastics are biodegradable, helping to reduce the trash produced from the 96% of plastics that are not recycled (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency). Bioplastics also help to reduce the amount of petroleum used in the production of current conventional plastics. According to MSNBC, conventional plastics account for 10% of the total consumption of petroleum. Although in the past year and a half fuel prices have dropped, they are once again beginning to rise. Bioplastics would help reduce the demand for petroleum, therefore, reducing the cost of gasoline and other petroleum based products. The final advantage to bioplastics is their lack of toxins. Some conventional plastics contain possible toxins such as phthalates, which have been banned in multiple countries due to their threats to environmental health. Using bioplastics eliminates many possible toxins making it a cleaner, more environmentally friendly, plastic. However, the mass use of bioplastics has not caught on due to their high production prices. Some bioplastics can cost as much as three times the price of conventional plastics. Industry Leaders stated, “Growing the market for bioplastics is the key to bringing down their price.” The mass production of bioplastics could help solve many of today’s society’s questions about the harmful effects of the production and use of conventional plastics. This could then aid the plastics industry in the near future in its quest to continually make things cheaper and more environmentally friendly. 

“Another bright spot in the future of the plastics industry is the growing demand for plastic medical products. As the baby boomers begin to age, there will be a shift to an older demographic group, resulting in a rise in the number of accounts of chronic and acute conditions. This will increase the number of medical patients and thus create a higher demand for medical devices. Medical moldings, surgical instruments, diagnostic testing materials, and other medical devices, as well as the packaging these devices come in, are all commonly made out of plastic. This will then increase the market for medical plastics, and therefore, help the plastics industry in the current economic slump. 

“The final promising boost to the plastics industry lies in the future of packaging. A common theme in the business world has been the moving of jobs overseas. The packaging industry, however, is less prone to such threats because many companies want packing suppliers to be closely located. According to Area Development, moving overseas would not be cost effective due to the light weight of packaging products yet the constant price of long distance transportation. Another reassuring attribute of the packing industry is its constant demand. Products of all sorts will always need to be packaged for delivery, advertisement, and sale. Without plastic packaging, 200 percent more material by volume and 400 percent more material by weight would be needed to produce packaging products (Machine-Solution). 

“As anyone can see, the future of the plastics industry relies heavily on innovation and the wonders of plastic. In the United States plastic is creating more than just medical devices and packaging; plastics are creating jobs for our fellow Americans.” 

