
© Know It All packaging newsletter
Page 1

Corrugated Market
Briefing

Know It All packaging newsletter



Situation Summary

• The corrugated industry has not been 
able to keep up with demand in quarter 
four

• Demand for corrugated is up circa 30%
• The supply of paper is not keeping up 

with demand either
• The market should move into balance 

during the course of February
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Unable to Match Demand
• UK annual corrugated demand grows by circa 2% in a 

good year
• UK corrugated volumes were up by 5% in October and 6% 

in November
– Taking the industry to capacity
– Majority of plants working seven days a week

• However, demand is corrugated is up circa 30%
– Causing a snowballing of unmet demand

• Box plant and sheet feeder lead times have subsequently 
pushed into February and March

• UK box plant on-time delivery levels range between an 
unprecedented 20% to 60%
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Supply of Paper is Not 
Keeping up With Demand

• Covid-related bottlenecks in the paper 
supply chain
– Labour shortages in paper mills, ports and 

transport companies
• Reduced paper supply due to planned 

maintenance downtime and significant 
exports to China

• New paper machines will not be up to full 
capacity until 2021
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Why is Demand so High?
• A 30% increase in demand has created a peak 

that would annualise to circa 1.2 billion boxes in 
extra UK demand

• This has been caused by an unprecedented 
combination of factors
– The seasonal peak in demand in Q4 is 25% higher 

than the trough of Q1
– Covid-19 has accelerated the move to online retail 

sales
• It takes a lot more corrugated to wrap around one postal 

pack than a multi-pack in a traditional retailer
– Brexit-related panic manufacturing
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Online Sales Have Doubled to 
31.4% of Retailing
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Category

Index 
categories 
and their 

percentage 
weights

Year-on-year 
growth

Month-on-
month 
growth

Online sales 
as a 

proportion 
of retailing

All retailing* 100.0 74.7 6.3 31.4
All food 12.0 107.8 1.5 10.3
All non-food 35.2 105.9 19.3 32.2
Department stores 7.9 157.2 24.7 38.1
Textile, clothing and 
footwear stores 12.2 52.0 7.9 39.3
Household goods stores 6.6 124.7 24.2 28.7
Other stores 8.5 124.7 22.7 26.4
Non-store retailing 52.8 47.6 -1.7 83.4



Market Should Return Closer 
to Balance in 2021

• Seasonal demand is 25% lower in Q1
• A Brexit trade deal looks to be in place
• Everyone over 50 is scheduled to be 

vaccinated against Covid by the Spring
– Thus protecting the majority of the most 

vulnerable in the UK population
• New European paper capacity should be 

at full capacity by the second half of 2021
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Appendix

Corrugated Market Overview
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Brexit-related Panic Buying
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Covid-Related Bottlenecks in 
the Paper Supply Chain

© Know It All packaging newsletter
Page 10



Covid-Related Bottlenecks in 
the Paper Supply Chain
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Supply of Paper is Not 
Keeping up With Demand
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Corrugated Industry Unable to 
Keep Pace With Demand
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