
Grow your business with 
polylactic acid (PLA): 
The executive strategy guide
Market growth for PLA is currently outpacing traditional plastics in 
key sectors. This brochure will help you master the economic and 
technical fundamentals of the world’s leading bioplastic.
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Executive preview

PLA market boom

Partnering with the right technology provider is critical 
for seamless project execution. With technology 
installed in most PLA plants globally, Sulzer provides 
the state-of-the-art process expertise needed to 
produce high-performance bioplastic. This brochure 
draws on that experience to help you move forward 
with confidence.

As environmental concerns intensify and regulatory 
frameworks tighten around fossil-based materials, 
PLA has emerged as the premier renewable, lower-
carbon alternative. Success in this booming market 
requires more than just timing; it requires deep 
economic insight and the right technology partner.

For businesses looking to capitalize on this 
momentum, the opportunity is clear: PLA demand 
is accelerating across packaging, consumer goods, 
and specialized applications, with market growth 
outpacing traditional plastics in key sectors. Yet 
success in this space requires more than market 
timing – it demands the right technology, economic 
insight, and a partner with proven expertise.

Global demand for PLA, the leading bioplastic 
made from renewable resources, is rapidly 
increasing due to environmental concerns and 
stricter regulations on fossil-based plastics. PLA’s 
biodegradability, reduced carbon footprint, and 
versatility across various applications make it an 
appealing and sustainable material choice, with 
rapid growth driven particularly by demand in 
the single use packaging, textile and agricultural 
sectors. Moreover, on-going application 
developments in plastic processing have 
already improved PLA’s performance and cost-
competitiveness. 

From a geographical perspective, regions with 
abundant agricultural feedstocks such as Latam, 
North America or Asia-Pacific are well-positioned 
to become biopolymer production hubs.

This guide is designed to help you navigate 
the essentials of PLA production. Whether you 
are evaluating a new project or scaling existing 
operations, you will find practical insights on:

•	 Market dynamics: understanding the drivers 
behind PLA's rapid growth and regional 
opportunities

•	 Production technology: a clear overview of 
Sulzer's end-to-end PLA process, from lactic acid 
to polymer pellets

•	 Economic fundamentals: key cost and revenue 
factors that determine project viability and 
profitability

•	 Environmental impact: how PLA's life cycle 
performance supports sustainability goals and 
regulatory compliance

With technology installed in most PLA production 
plants worldwide, Sulzer brings unmatched process 
expertise, state-of-the-art R&D capabilities, and a 
track record of delivering world-class biopolymer 
projects. This guide draws on that experience to give 
you the strategic foundation needed to move forward 
with confidence.
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Sulzer PLA technology

The production of PLA involves a multi-step process 
that transforms biomass into a high-performance 
bioplastic. It begins with the microbial fermentation 
of biomass‑derived sugars into lactic acid followed 
by a concentration process. This lactic acid is then 
polymerized to create PLA.

Sulzer offers end-to-end solutions for continuous 
PLA manufacturing, covering the entire value chain 
from lactic acid to biopolymer including monomer 
(lactide) synthesis and its purification, polymerization, 
and downstream processing.

The lactide synthesis (SULAC™) involves the 
production of lactide, PLA’s monomer. Before the 
polymerization, the lactide needs to be purified 
via distillation and crystallization. Once purified, 
the lactide is then polymerized by ring opening 

polymerization (SULROP™), allowing better control 
over molecular weight and polymer mechanical 
properties. After polymerization, the remaining 
unreacted monomer is removed from the PLA melt 
through devolatilization after which the material is 
pelletized and crystallized and then stored for further 
processing based on the market applications.

Partnering with the right technology provider is 
critical for seamless project execution and world-
class product production. Sulzer’s technology has 
been implemented in most PLA production plants 
worldwide, demonstrating its proven reliability 
and global reach. Backed by state-of-the-art R&D 
facilities and a team of senior process experts, Sulzer 
offers unmatched expertise to support successful 
project delivery and long-term performance.
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Economics

The economics of a PLA project depend on several 
key factors, spanning both cost and revenue 
dimensions. A clear understanding of these drivers 
is essential for ensuring profitability and long-term 
success.

Although implying sizeable capital expenditure 
(CAPEX), larger-scale facilities benefit from economies 
of scale, reducing per-unit costs which improve 
business profitability. However, they require upfront 
investment, meaning the ideal capacity must be 
assessed on a case-by-case basis. On the other 
hand, operating expenditure (OPEX) is largely driven 
by feedstock costs, which typically account for the 
largest expense, making agricultural commodity prices 
a critical driver. Other OPEX components, such as, 
energy, chemicals and labor, also represent significant 
cost factors to be monitored and managed. 

On the revenue side, pricing widely depends on the 
application and region, typically ranging between 
2,5-5 USD/kg, but reaching double digit prices for 
specialized pharma and medical applications. This is 
almost an order of magnitude higher than a common 
PLA raw material such as sugar, with prices around 
0.2-0.4USD/kg. 

Long-term success often relies on strategic 
partnerships, and integration with upstream 
feedstock suppliers. Overall, PLA projects present 
strong growth potential, provided cost optimization 
and market positioning are effectively managed. For 
any potential producer, Sulzer offers expert guidance 
and shares the critical information needed to elevate 
PLA projects to the next level. 

It's not just corn,
it's everything.
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Life Cycle Assessment (LCA)

Partner with Sulzer for proven technology, expert support, and a fast track to success in the booming 
bioplastics market at polymer@sulzer.com

Ready to explore PLA production?

It's not just sweet,
it's everything.

PLA is widely recognized as a sustainable alternative 
to conventional plastics, and LCA helps quantify 
its environmental benefits. From a cradle-to-gate 
perspective, PLA generally emits lower amount 
of carbon dioxide over its life cycle compared 
to traditional fossil-based plastics[1], making it a 
significantly more climate-friendly material.

Overall, PLA stands out as a promising material in 
the transition to a circular economy. With continued 
innovation and responsible waste management, its 
life cycle impact can be further lowered, making it a 
key player in the future of sustainable materials.

[1] Rezvani Ghomi ER, Khosravi F, Saedi Ardahaei AS, et al. The life cycle assessment for 
polylactic acid (PLA) to make it a low-carbon material. Polymers. 2021
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The Chemtech division is the global market leader in innovative mass 
transfer, static mixing and polymer solutions for petrochemicals, 
refining and LNG.  

Chemtech is also leading the way in ecological solutions such as 
biopolymers as well as textile and plastic recycling, contributing to a circular 
economy. Our product offering ranges from technology licensing to  
process components all the way to complete separation process plants.  
Customer support ranges from engineering and field services to tray and 
packing installation, tower maintenance, welding and plant turnaround 
projects – ensuring minimal downtime.
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