
 

 

 

 

The second of the ‘State of the Market’ webinars covered Asian paper markets and was 
titled, ‘Looking Beyond China: Asian Pulp & Paper Market Overview & Update’. It was held 
on Thursday 20th August, 2020. 

To provide the bulk of the overview, IndustryEdge’s Tim Woods interviewed Neo Wu, the 
Head of Greater China for Fisher International. Neo Wu can be contacted at 
zwu@fisheri.com or +86 139 1615 5978. 

Make contact with Tim Woods at tim@industryedge.com.au or on +61 (0) 3 5229 2470 

Neo described the Chinese pulp and paper industry supply chain as changing from being 
externally focussed to having an increasingly internal and domestic focus. In the context of 
the pandemic he outlined that Chinese demand was largely back to normal internally, after 
a torrid first quarter and difficult second quarter. 

One reason markets were satisfactory in China in the early part of the year was that 
production was still focussed on pre-pandemic order fulfillment. 

However, for the same reasons, Neo expects demand from outside China to be disrupted in 
the third and fourth quarters, mainly because of the lag between orders and production.  

He described the process of development of the Chinese industry – especially in respect of 
the relationship with the USA – as one of ‘coupling’ and ‘de-coupling’. That makes sense, 
because as much as China and the USA have their differences, they are very closely 
connected commercially. 



 

 

As it moves toward an increased domestic focus, China has to take account of its existing 
‘couplings’. Neo described this from the perspective of some 2018 research by Fisher 
International that calculated China’s packaging exports containing ‘Made in China’ goods 
was a massive 8.0 million tonnes alone. He also outlined – and this is difficult to grasp in 
some respects – that printing and communication paper demand is showing ‘stagnant 
growth’ with no major decline expected. So much is that locked in that major Chinese 
producers are installing new capacity and moving to a period of consolidation at the same 
time. 

As Neo explained, this includes offshore consolidation, where, as he pointed out, China has 
been very busy for the last five years. This trend follows the prior Japanese developments of 
a similar nature from a different perspective: it is not about globalisation and influence, but 
is more focussed on securing the fibre supply chain, as a hedge against local supply 
constraints and international pulp markets. 

We could perhaps summarise and say that exporting 8 million tonnes of boxes each year 
means a lot of fibre has to be brought back in, in some form, each and every month. 

On that front, Neo addressed the impending ban on imports of recycled materials into 
China, confirming it would be operative 1st January 2021 when existing quotas expire. 

In response to the ‘where will all the fibre come from?’ question, Neo set out four main 
supply lines: 

1. Improved local collections (which he thinks will supply the majority of required 
fibre); 

2. Recovered paper (RCP) market pulp, of which Chinese producers have already 
secured what Neo estimated was 10 million tonnes; 

3. Imports of finished paper, with an emphasis on recycled linerboard and corrugating 
medium; 

4. Operational improvements, including supply-chain improvements that could see an 
average box ‘in the market’ for less time, allowing it to be recycled more quickly and 
obviating the need for additional fibre. 

The last is an interesting point because it implies that fibre is endlessly recyclable and that a 
supply-chain can be sufficiently precise. Perhaps it can. 

It might also be the case that the 20 – 30 million tonne gap in Chinese fibre supplies will be 
bridged by the end of 2020. But it also might not, raising interesting possibilities for paper 
and board producers outside China. 

On tissue markets, Neo outlined a consistent Chinese story: demand growth, met mainly by 
local supply, with consolidation gradually occurring through the supply chain as branded 
product becomes more significant. 

Neo touched on the constraints in India: inadequate infrastructure, insufficient water and 
uncertain fibre supply. He noted India was a large OCC importer but was dubious as to when 



 

 

the sleeping giant would awaken. He is not the first to wonder when India would commence 
realising its potential. 

 

And what is more… 

A question asked prior to the webinar related to the value of Australia’s imports of paper 
and paperboard.  

Tim Woods advised that year-ended June 
2020, Australian imports were valued at 
AUD3.028 billion. This was a record, and one 
made up of some very different experiences 
on a sector-by-sector basis.  

This is one of the charts Tim presented. 
Further details will be included in the 
monthly Pulp & Paper Edge. 

 

If you haven’t done so already, sign up for the rest of the series here. 

Keep up to date with access to IndustryEdge’s monthly Pulp & Paper Edge – Data and 
Information Service. 


