
ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   1  © 2012 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST
February 2012  •  Jim Olsztynski, Editor  •  Published monthly by the American Supply Association  •  www.asa.net  •  info@asa.net  •  630.467.0000

 
ROUTE TO

This report is published as a member service of the American Supply Association.  Its contents are solely for informational purposes, and any use thereof or reliance 

thereon is at the sole and independent discretion and responsibility of the reader.

 While the information contained in this report is believed to be accurate as of the date of publication, ASA and the author disclaim any and all warranties, express or 

implied, as to its accuracy and completeness.

© 2012 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved.

web: www.asa.net
info@asa.net

HEADQUARTERS

1200 n. arlington HeigHts rd. 
suite 150  
itasca, il 60143

tel: 630.467.0000
fax: 630.467.0001



2  |  ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST © 2012 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

In the Spotlight

The November 5, 2011 edition of The Economist includes an 
article on Brazil’s oil boom, entitled “Filling up the Future,” 
that ought to make OCTG producers and distributors salivate.  
Unfortunately, it may be akin to the longing of a street urchin 
for the unaffordable toys on display in Macy’s window during 
the Christmas season.

Deep offshore deposits are estimated to contain almost as 
much petroleum as the entire North Sea and are expected to 
make Brazil a net oil exporter within this decade.  However, 
Brazil is in the process of enacting local content laws for the 
entire oil-and-gas supply chain.  Its goal is to assure that 
supplies are purchased from local firms or foreign companies 
that set up shop in Brazil and abide by stringent requirements, 
such as employees learning Portuguese.

Time will tell whether Brazil’s xenophobic wishes will come 
true.  Its offshore oil sits underneath ancient salt deposits and 
requires the world’s most technologically complex extraction 
techniques.  Some doubt that Brazil’s domestic oil industry is 
capable of pulling it off without assistance from world-class 
drillers around the globe.

Carbon Steel

Steel price increases appear to be holding, according to 
industry sources.  Various. mills increased their sheet charges 
between $30-40 per ton in the early weeks of 2012, and more 
began to follow when they saw limited buyer resistance even 
though demand was described as stable.

U.S. service centers saw shipments grow 14.2% in 2011, 
according to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  
Shipments of steel products in December 2011 were up 5.0% 
over Dec. 2010.  Steel product inventories were 8.3 higher in 
Dec. 2011 compared with the previous. year and increased 
3.1% over Nov. 2011, representing 2.8 months’ supply in 
inventory.

Raw steel capacity utilization shot up to 74.7% in 2011, 
according to the American Iron & Steel Institute.  That was up 
from 70.4% in 2010.

Global steel output is expected to rise 6.7% in 2012, according 
to MEPS (INTERNATIONAL) Ltd.  Growing steel output is 
creating a boom in iron ore mining.  IndU.S.trialInfo.com 
resources peg iron ore mining projects at $270 billion worth of 
investment worldwide. 

Stainless Steel

A 25% jump in global stainless prices was predicted for 
2012. MEPS forecasts that its benchmark, type 304, cold-rolled 
Stainless Steel World Price will increase by $850 per ton over 
the next six months.  The gain is expected to be driven by a 
combination of rising input costs and inventory building in 
supply chains around the world.  The steep increase represents 
a rebound after a 21-month low was reached in December 
2011.  MEPS cautioned that the increases may be short-lived 
due to oversupply.

U.S. stainless mills reportedly are having trouble making 
January price increases stick thanks to some aggressive 
pricing by offshore competitors and falling nickel prices.  
Nonetheless, two major stainless producers, AK Steel and 
ThyssenKrupp Stainless North America, announced plans 
to effectively raise prices in March by trimming functional 
discounts.

Molybdenum prices are said to be strengthening because 
of tight supply, say industry observers.  Contract customers on 
the stainless side are said to be buying all they can.

3rd quarter global stainless steel production set an all-
time high, reports the International Stainless Steel Forum 
(ISSF) in a January 17, 2012 report.  Production rose 3.1% in 
the third quarter and 3.6% for the 9-month period of 2011 
compared with the prior year.

The price of nickel rose 754% between January 2002 and 
May 2007, reported the Wall Street Journal, “but now sits about 
two-thirds below that level.”
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Tubular Products

A tale of two price tags:  Various steel mills announced 
price increases in January for OCTG products with mixed 
success.  Premium OCTG grades are in high demand due to 
strong activity in shale plays requiring high-strength piping, 
and producers consequently are able to bolster pricing.  
Plain carbon grades also are in reasonably high demand and 
plagued by higher costs of flat-rolled raw material.  Yet, those 
producers are bucking an oversupply headwind as both 
domestic and foreign mills are ramping up production thanks 
to the drilling boom in North America.

Wheatland Tube Co. in mid-January announced price 
increases of $60 per ton on all API products, a 6% increase 
on continuous. weld pipe and 6-8% increases on sprinkler 
pipe.  “Continued increases in hot roll steel necessitate this move,” 
Wheatland said in a letter to customers. 

Pipe Logix Inc. said average OCTG prices were $1,867 per 
ton in January, an increase of 0.4% from $1,859 per ton the 
previous month, while ERW tags gained 1.6% in January to an 
average $1,691 per ton. Seamless pipe registered a decline in 
January, dropping 0.4% to an average $2,044 per ton.

The U.S. oil & gas drilling rig count surged 22.6% in 2011.  
The total for the week of Jan. 27 stood at 2,008, up by 276 from 
the same week last year.

Marmon/Keystone confirmed that the company’s 
Birmingham, Alabama, branch sustained damage due to 

tornadoes that struck the Southeast on Jan. 23.  “Thankfully, no 

employee casualties or injuries occurred,” said Marmon/Keystone 

president J.T. “Tim” Spatafore, who noted the storm hit in the 

early-morning hours.  Plans are being made to restore the 

Birmingham facility, and the branch was servicing customers 

from other locations by the following day.

TMK IPSCO’s tubular business in 2011 gained 20.7% over 

2010, according to TMK, its Russian parent.  Seamless and 

welded OCTG shipments were up 27.5% and 1.6% over 2010 

respectively.  The Company foresees another strong year in 

2012, particularly in the oil and gas pipe segment, including 

OCTG, which is supported by ongoing active production of 

hydrocarbons in North America.  TMK also aims to maintain its 

industrial pipe market share.

Manufacturers are returning in droves to the U.S. as China’s 

labor costs rise, according to a January 29, 2012 article in The 

Columbus Dispatch.  According to Harold Sirkin, a partner with 

Boston Consulting Group, which came out with a study on 

the issue last October, 2015 will be a watershed year by which 

time China’s manufacturing cost advantages are expected to 

diminish to almost nil.

U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports

Landed duty-paid value (in $1,000s)

Annual & Year-To-Date Data from Jan-Oct 2011 2010 YTD 2010 YTD 2011 % Change YTD % Change 2006-10

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 7,664,857 6,413,958 8,213,295 28.1% -0.3%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,012,488 786,058 1,605,643 104.3% -18.5%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 2,044,587 1,688,523 2,144,208 27.0% 6.1%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,322,697 2,067,172 1,903,389 -7.9% -24.5%

Welded OCTG 1,133,582 949,219 1,330,470 40.2% 69.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 903,231 721,198 1,008,365 39.8% 17.2%

 

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 638,731 516,407 749,656 45.2% 45.2%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 376,010 309,533 368,202 19.0% -7.2%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 367,963 299,014 444,227 48.6% 6.4%

 Source: U.S. International Trade Commission/U.S. Department of Commerce
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Copper

Copper prices are on a roll.  At this writing, they have surged 
almost 25% from their October 2011 low despite continued 
global concern over the E.U., Iran and other geopolitical hot 
spots.  Continued strong demand from China, whose copper 
imports surged to record levels in November and December, 
and increasing signs of economic recovery in the U.S. seem to 
be spurring the market. 

California cracks down on copper theft.  A new law that 
took effect Jan. 1 in California classifies theft of more than 
$950 worth of copper as grand theft that could result in up to 
three years in prison and a maximum fine of $10,000.  Lesser 
amounts result in a misdemeanor that could draw a penalty of 
up to one year in prison and a maximum fine of $2,500.  Last 
year, pervasive thefts of copper wire from under the streets of 
Fresno resulted in electrical blackouts in thousands of homes 
and promoted the sealing of thousands of manhole covers 
with concrete.

Scrap Markets

Ferrous scrap prices are reported as tumbling in many 
markets, including exports.  Prime scrap markets are said to 
be oversupplied, and the outlook for February looks weaker 
still, according to many dealers.  Prime industrial scrap prices 
are down as much as $20 per ton in some markets, and scrap 
industry sources say they could drop some more.  Both export 
and domestic markets show weakness.

Longer term, observers feel 2012 will be a good year 
for ferrous scrap, thanks to a growing economy leading to 
increased steel production.

It’s a different story for U.S. stainless scrap processors as 
prices for nickel-bearing grades have risen more than 10% in 
January. According to American Metals Market (AMM), the jump 
to inventory building is in anticipation of stronger demand.

On January 3, three men pleaded guilty to a plot to 
steal $2.6 million worth of imported aluminum, nickel and 
ferrochrome scrap from a terminal in the Port of Baltimore.  An 
overseas buyer approached by the thieves blew the whistle.

Plastics

Commodity resin prices seem to have bottomed out, 
reports last month’s issue of Plastics Technology™ magazine.  
PVC, along with nylons and polycarbonate are seen as 
exceptions to the trend.  Their resin prices are predicted to fall 
some more in the near future.

Recycled resin prices tumbled in 2011, mainly due to 
unpredictability in the Chinese market, according to last 
month’s issue of Plastics Technology™ magazine.  Recycled 
HDPE resin was said to be selling 3-4 cents per pound lower 
than at the same time in 2011.

PVC-DWV fittings came in for an 8% price increase from 
one large eastern plumbing distributor, which announced 
January 1 price increases of between 3-10% for a range of 
plumbing products.
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News of Note

MRC to go public.  MRC Global Inc., formerly McJunkin Red 
Man Holding Corp., announced on January 12 that it has filed 
a registration statement on Form S-1 with the SEC related to a 
proposed initial public offering of its common stock.  The SEC 
filing indicated the IPO would be worth about $100 million. An 
application will be made to list the common stock on the New 
York Stock Exchange under the symbol “MRC.”  MRC’s filing 
indicated that about 90% of its sales come from the global oil 
and gas industry, with OCTG accounting for 17% of revenues, 
line pipe 21% and fittings, flanges and other products the 
remaining 62%.

In other MRC news, the company announced the opening of 
a new regional distribution center in Cheyenne, Wyoming, for 
customers in nine states engaged in the Bakken and Niobrara 
shale plays.  The facility includes a 12-acre pipe yard, 80,000 sq. 
ft. warehouse, 5,000 sq. ft. of office space, and a 4,000 sq. ft. 
valve automation shop.

JMC to buy Lakeside Steel for $57.5 million.  JMC Steel 
Group, parent company of Wheatland Tube, Atlas Tube 
and Picoma, has reached agreement to purchase Canada’s 
troubled steel pipe maker Lakeside Steel.  “This strategic 
acquisition will dramatically increase our capabilities and 
presence in the energy pipe market,” Barry Zekelman, executive 
chairman of JMC, said in a statement announcing the 
acquisition.  “The energy pipe market is a very large market and 
has significant growth potential.  Lakeside Steel is a solid platform 
for JMC Steel Group to grow and expand in this area.”  The deal 
is expected to close in the 2nd quarter contingent upon court 
and shareholder approval. 

Three pipe fittings companies charged with price 
fixing.  The Federal Trade Commission charged the three 
biggest suppliers of pipe fittings Used in municipal water 
systems – Sigma Corp., McWane and Star Pipe Products - with 
illegally conspiring to set and maintain prices and establish 
a monopoly.  Sigma settled its case via a consent decree 
that does not include monetary penalties or an admission of 
wrongdoing.  The cases against McWane and Star Pipe will be 
heard by an FTC administrative law judge later this year. 

Enterprise to build 1,230-mile shale pipeline.  Houston’s 
Enterprise Products Partners LP plans to build a 1,230-mile 
ethane pipeline from Appalachia to the Gulf Coast of Texas.  
Dubbed the Atex Express, the line will deliver increasing 
ethane production from the Marcellus. and Utica shales 
in Pennsylvania, West Virginia and Ohio to petrochemical 
markets on the Gulf Coast.  Atex Express is expected to begin 
commercial operations in the first quarter of 2014, Enterprise 
said.

Construction materials prices ease.  The amount contractors 
pay for a range of key construction materials edged down 
0.2% in December but climbed 5.3% from a year earlier, 
according to an analysis of producer price index figures 
released by the Associated General Contractors of America.  
The latest producer price index tables for construction are 
available online at http://news.agc.org.

WTO ruling may impact Chinese rare earths.  The appeals 
panel of the World Trade Organization (WTO) on January 30 
ruled in favor of the U.S., E.U. and Mexico on their complaint 
against China’s export restraints on nine key raw materials.  
The ruling said China was not meeting its WTO obligations and 
called into question China’s policy of restricting exports of 17 
rare-earth materials that are vital to certain military and other 
high-tech applications.
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products
% Change

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
Nov. 2011 Dec. 2011 % Change Dec. 2010

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 267.4 270.1 1.0 7.8

Gates, globes, angles, and checks 1149-0201 306.5 306.5 0.0 2.0

Ball valves 1149-0202 300.1 311.4 3.8 26.3

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 188.1 191.3 1.7 0.9

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 212.4 213.3 0.4 8.7

Plumbing and heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 265.5 265.5 0.0 6.8

Solenoid valves 1149-0208 269.1 274.9 2.2 9.0

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 244.5 248.5 1.6 8.6

Automatic valves 1149-0211 155.6 155.9 0.2 6.3

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 279.1 279.7 0.2 12.1

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 117.4 117.1 -0.3 17.1

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 107.3 107.6 0.3 7.6

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 106.3 105.2 -1.0 5.2

Metal pipe fittings, flanges and unions 1149-0301 287.9 290.4 -0.9 3.4

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 225.1 225.3 0.1 -12.2

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 96.3 95.2 -1.1 2.1

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 132.6 133.0 0.3 7.3

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings & Trim 1054-02 276.0 275.9 0.0 3.6

Vitreous china fixtures 1052 145.3 145.3 0.0 1.6

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 224.0 224.0 0.0 4.0

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 137.1 137.1 0.0 3.7

Miscellaneous brass goods 1054-0223 285.0 284.8 0.0 2.6

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 199.9 199.9 0.0 1.6

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 254.1 254.1 0.0 4.8

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 161.5 161.5 0.0 6.0

Steel heating boilers, all classes 1061-0112 158.6 158.6 0.0 1.2

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 324.3 323.7 -0.2 1.2

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 308.1 307.6 -0.2 1.6

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 203.7 203.3 -0.2 0.8

Warehousing, Storage, & Related Services 32 100.4 99.7 -0.7 1.2

Source:  U.S. Department of Commerce Bureau of Labor & Statistics


