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be noted that there is a great deal of recipe development within the TPE compounding 
industry that makes strict nomenclature difficult.  For example, SEBS and SBS are often 
both used within the same compounds - the nomenclature used for the compound may be 
SEBS but the largest constituent could be SBS.  

Figure 2: EUROPEAN DISTRIBUTION OF TPE COMPOUND PRODUCTION BY COUNTRY, 2004 

Overall, Europe is a large net exporter of TPE compounds. Exports principally fall into two 
categories: Exports of the higher performance compounds from Northern Europe such as 
COPE, TPU and TPV and exports of styrenic compounds from Southern Europe to Eastern 
Europe, the Middle East, North Africa and Latin America.   

End use applications for TPE compounds 

The market for TPE compounds is highly fragmented. Across all markets many of the TPE 
applications have been developed through conversion from traditional rubber materials.  This 
is because TPEs offer improved recyclability and they often present more options in terms of 
parts integration, manufacturing cost reduction, colour and design differentiation.   The ability 
to produce hard/soft components using TPEs in over-moulding, multi-shot moulding and co-
extrusion has also lead to a wealth of new applications where differentiated haptic properties 
create market interest.   

The sports and leisure market, including footwear, is currently the highest volume market 
but it is suffering an ongoing shift of footwear production to lower manufacturing cost regions 
outside of Europe.  The second largest market is automotive where the growth of TPEs will 
continue because of the demands to reduce costs, improve safety and differentiate vehicle 
models.   The consumer market covers a very broad range of products where the use of 
TPEs is largely dominated by handle and grip applications.  Within the construction market 
TPEs are developing a strong presence in window and door gaskets in addition to some 
membrane applications. 
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Pongs & Zahn AG began activities in polymer compounding in 1997 through the 
acquisition of Plastolen GmbH in Bremen, Germany, a manufacturer of a range of polyolefin 
and technical compounds.  Theka-Flex, a compounder specialising in TPEs was also 
purchased in 1997. This company was merged into the former Plastolen facility in Bremen in 
2000 with the TPE production being transferred to a new production plant also in Bremen. In 
the following year Pongs & Zahn acquired Percoplastic Kunststoffwerk GmbH, Hamburg, a 
company focussed on PE and styrenic compounding. In 1999 the Group acquired a nylon 
polymerization operation at Guben, Germany from Lausitzer Teppichfaserwerk    In 2000 the 
Group added AT Compound SA, Switzerland, a PP compounder. Following the opening of a 
new production plant in Bremen in 2000, Pongs & Zahn merged its subsidiaries Pongs & 
Zahn Kunststoffwerk Bremen GmbH and Theka-flex Elastomer GmbH and transferred the 
TPE production of Theka-flex there.   

Disappointing returns in the face of falling sales and prices has led to continued 
restructuring to decrease costs.  In 2002 it sold 90% of its stake in Unylon Polymers, the 
polyamide producer and in 2003 the Swiss plant was closed and its facilities were 
transferred to Bremen. The company has tried to create a multi-product offering but its lack 
of scale in each product has continued to provide a weak financial position. 

Financial results 

Units: € millions 2000 2001 2002 2003

Sales 86.0 76.0 63.0  54.3 

Profit before tax (PBT) 1.7 -1.6 2.8  N/A 

% of sales in TPE compounds in Europe 8% 8% 10% 11% 

% of sales in plastics  100% 100% 100%  100% 
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TPE manufacturing operations in Europe  

Company Location Country Estimated 2003 
Throughput 

(Tonnes) 

Merquinsa Barcelona Spain 12,000 

Grand total   12,000 

Product line 

The company has a range of TPU brands each with a specific application focus: 

• Pearlstick TPU in granule form for making solvent based adhesive. 

• Pealthane  Granulate range for extrusion and injection moulding.  The 
Pearlthane range also includes a unique TPU product range for 
compounding with a wide range of polymers such as PVC, ABS or 
other TPEs. 

• Pearlcoat  TPU in granule form for melt coating applications by calendering, 
sintering or extrusion. 

• Pearlbond  TPU in granule form for making hot melt adhesives and for 
thermobonding processes. 

• Quilastic  Solvent based primers for the shoe, automotive and furniture 
markets.   

• Disperbond  Dispersable TPU in granulate form and aqueous TPU dispersions. 

Markets served 

Merquinsa serves all TPU markets but its main activity is in the adhesives market where it 
claims to hold 47% of the global market for TPU primers.  These are particularly aimed at the 
footwear market – hence the high level of export to Asia.  Other significant markets are 
automotive, furniture, sports, leisure, textile coating, animal tags and industrial. 

Non-European TPE operations 

Merquinsa has no production outside of Europe but it has offices in the USA and Hong 
Kong.  

Other thermoplastic activities 

The only non-TPU product line is Disperdur, an aliphatic polyisocyanate agent used for 
cross linking water based adhesives. 




