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In the Spotlight

The July 2012 edition of Scientific American contained a 
fascinating cover article, “The Evolution of Cooperation,” or 
“Why We Help.”  Its author, biologist and mathematician Martin 
Nowak, uses elements of game theory to explain why ruthless 
competition is not the only way the fittest survive.  The behavior 
of humans and many other species offers numerous examples 
of altruism capped by the ultimate sacrifice of one’s own life for 
the benefit of others.  Nowak’s article goes on to show that, in 
many cases, cooperation is a better strategy for survival than a 
narrow-minded focus on self-preservation.

So, what does this have to do with business?  In this editor’s 
opinion, everything.

A prevalent view among business people is that the goal of 
business is to maximize profits.  It is hard to argue with that 
notion except to add the corollary that the goal of business 
should be to maximize profits in such a way that customers and 
suppliers also benefit from the transactions.  Thus, win-win-win 
replaces dog-eat-dog as the most effective business strategy 
just as it has with human evolution.

Carbon Steel

U.S. service centers shipped 3.29 million tons of steel 
products in July 2012, according to the Materials Service Center 
Institute (MSCI).  This represents an increase of 5.4 percent from 
July, 2011.  For 2012, year-to-date, steel shipments increased 
5.8 percent from the same seven-month period in 2011.  Steel 
product inventories were 6.2 percent at the end of July, 2012, 
compared to a year prior, which represents a decrease of 1.0 
percent from the previous month.  At the current shipping rate, 
this represents 2.7 months of supply in inventory, an increase of 
0.8 percent from a year ago.

The MEPS global composite steel price dropped to a 
24-month low in July.  The U.S. flat products market was 
described as “steady but slow” in July.  The lack of orders kept 
delivery lead times very short.

Steel imports of both raw and finished steel products 
dropped 8 percent in July from June, according to the American 
Iron and Steel Institute based on preliminary data from the U.S. 

Census Bureau.  Finished steel import market share in July was 
an estimated 23 percent and is estimated at 24 percent YTD.  
Line pipe imports were up 44.6 percent YTD through July, while 
oil country imports increased 35.9 percent, and standard pipe 
imports rose 9.2 percent through the first seven months of the 
year.

Stainless Steel

Stainless steel surcharges hit their lowest level of the year 
in mid-August due to continuing slack demand.  Most industry 
sources feel the market has hit bottom or is close to it.  Buyers 
remain hesitant to buy as long as prices keep falling, and 
while some distributors feel pricing will remain slack through 
September, others see a pickup in October and beyond.

One reason is a recent uptick in melting-grade nickel 
premiums, which surged around 15 percent early in August.  
It may just be a sign of inventory replenishment as buyers 
remained on the sidelines amid sluggish demand and falling 
prices.  Nonetheless, it represented the first upswing in nickel 
prices in about a year and a half.  Some, but not all, stainless 
distributors think they see the beginning of an uptick in 
demand.

U.S. shipments of stainless steel sank to their lowest level 
of the year in July, down 3.8 percent from June, according 
to MSCI.  However, July shipments were up about 3 percent 
compared with the same month in 2011.

U.S. stainless steel imports jumped 19 percent in May 
compared to the same month last year, while consumption 
rose only 9.3 percent, according to the Specialty Steel Industry 
of North America (SSINA).

Tubular Products

August brought with it a series of price increase 
announcements by standard pipe producers, including 
ExlTube, Nova Tube and Wheatland Tube.  Higher raw material 
costs were cited as the main reason, following price increases 
by domestic coil suppliers.  Opinion is mixed as to whether the 
increases will stick for very long.

http://www.scientificamerican.com/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=why-we-help-evolution-cooperation
http://www.msci.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.meps.co.uk/viewpoint712.htm
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.ssina.com
http://www.ssina.com
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OCTG prices are showing the impact of too much supply 
and a flood of imports.  Pipe Logix measured average spot 
OCTG prices at $1,851 per ton in August, down from $1,857 
the previous month.  Seamless OCTG inched up from $1,998 
to $1,999 in the same period, on average.  Spot welded OCTG 
dropped from $1,716 to $1,703 in the same period.

Tubular products manufacturer Tenaris SA reported robust 
second-quarter numbers, thanks to continuing strength in 
drilling activity, with net income up 60.5 percent from the same 
period last year on revenue that climbed 16.6 percent to more 
than $2.8 billion.  Tenaris sold 701,000 tons of seamless tubing 
and 237,000 tons of welded tubing during the three months 
ended June 30, up 10.7 percent and 19.7 percent, respectively, 
from a year earlier.  First-half shipments of nearly 1.37 million 
tons of seamless tubing and 488,000 tons of welded tubing 
were up 8.9 percent and 13.2 percent, respectively, from the 
first six months of last year.

However, Tenaris expects drilling activity in North America 
to decline by the end of the year, given the recent volatility in 
oil prices and continuing low natural gas prices.  “In the rest of the 
world, drilling activity should continue to increase, led by growth in 
the development of deep water and unconventional reserves, as 
well as complex conventional gas drilling,” the company said.

U.S. Steel expects a third-quarter downturn for its tubular 
division, its Chairman/CEO John Surma told analysts recently.  
“(Tubular) shipments are expected to be lower as end-users 
continue to adjust their drilling plans due to economic uncertainty 
and concern over energy prices,” Surma said, who added that 
imports are also taking a toll on domestic OCTG producers.  USS 
posted a profit in the quarter ended June 30 following losses in 
both the first quarter of 2012 and last quarter of 2011.

Mexico’s Prolamsa Group is the latest steel pipe and tube 
maker to announce plans to expand U.S. production of 
tubular products.  The company, which already operates three 
U.S. mills for mechanical and structural tubing, said several sites 
were under consideration for a $150 million tubular plant that 
is expected to begin operations in 2014.  A flurry of new U.S. 
tubular plants along with a surge in imports have led many 
observers to worry about a supply glut despite the oil and gas 
drilling boom in the U.S.

In trade war news, U.S. and Canadian international trade 
agencies continue to be busy investigating trade complaints 
and setting duties on various tubular imports.  Recent 
developments include:

•	 The U.S. Commerce Department’s International 
Trade Administration (ITA) issued the final results of a 

U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports
Landed duty-paid value (in $1,000s)

Annual & Year-To-Date Data from January-June 2012 2011 YTD 2011 YTD 2012 % Change YTD % Change 2007-11

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 9,898,742 4,700,637 6,695,414 42.4% 5.8%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,965,444 924,583 1,237,771 33.9% 45.7%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 2,612,205 1,229,125 1,488,244 49.0% 58.9%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,253,821 1,132,870 1,830,956 45.0% -49.4%

Welded OCTG 1,556,185 695,874 1,642,994 54.1% 153.0%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,239,362 569,144 1,072,653 40.1% 29.0%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 920,190 453,908 789,478 38.7% -3.1%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 438,209 210,365 240,190 14.2% -30.9%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 558,825 242,444 330,486 36.3% 2.8%

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

http://www.trade.gov
http://www.trade.gov
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Copper prices were tracking for about a 10 percent increase 
this quarter on the London Metal Exchange (LME).  An incipient 
recovery in the U.S. housing market should help spur demand.  
With supply already tight (see next item), many observers feel 
the red metal has nowhere to go but up.  One naysayer was 
Chile’s Copper Commission (COCHILCO), which in a recent 
report cut its forecast for average copper prices for this year 
and for 2013.  Its new 2012 forecast, $3.52 per pound, is equal 
to about $7,760 per ton.  Early in August, copper was selling for 
$8,330 per ton on the LME.  For 2013, COCHILCO predicts an 
average of $3.48 per pound ($7,672 per ton).

Global copper production continues to lag behind demand, 
according to the International Copper Study Group (ICSG).  It 
released preliminary data for May, 2012, world copper supply 
and demand in its August, 2012, Copper Bulletin, which indicates 
a production deficit of 405,000 tons for the first five months of 
2012.  The same period of 2011 showed a deficit of 98,000 tons.  
Recycled copper is picking up the slack and can be expected to 
increase in value over time.

Long term, copper demand stands to surge, thanks to a 
growing body of evidence of the metal’s anti-bacterial qualities.  
It comes at the same time as the medical industry frets about 
the growing threat from hospital infections and drug-resistant 
bacteria.  An article in the September, 2012, edition of Scientific 
American, “Clean Sweep: Hospitals bring janitors to the front 
lines of infection control,” notes a drive toward copper-coated 
walls and other “high touch surfaces” in medical facilities.  
There’s even a yarn made from copper and silver that could be 
woven in textiles for hospital sheets and scrubs.

Scrap

Ferrous scrap prices generally soared in August.  AMM’s 
Midwest Ferrous Scrap Index spiked some 25 percent in 
August after a 12 percent slide in July as mills rushed to secure 
inventory amid hints of increasing demand and potential scrap 
shortages.  Some of that came from overseas as Turkish mills 
started ordering large cargoes of U.S. scrap early in the month.

Another factor feeding the price surge was low water levels 
on the Mississippi, Ohio and other major rivers favored by scrap 
hauling barges.  The summertime drought that affected most 
of the nation led to barges being loaded with less tonnage, 
increased costs and regional scrap shortages.

A consensus outlook for September shows no big erosion 
in scrap prices but a stabilizing period in which August’s gains 
hold steady.

An interesting observation was made by scrap metal 
journalist, John Ambrosia.  Writing in the online Scrap Price 
Bulletin, he said that ferrous scrap prices have never seen prices 

countervailing duty administrative review of imports 
of circular welded carbon steel pipe and tube (outside 
diameters between 0.375 and 16 in.) from Turkey from Jan. 
1 to Dec. 31, 2010.  The agency affirmed its preliminary 
assessment of de minimis subsidy rates of 0.22 percent 
for producers/exporters Borusan Group, Borusan 
Mannesmann Boru Sanayi ve Ticaret AS and Borusan 
Istikbal Ticaret TAS, and 0.35 percent for Tosyali dis Ticaret 
AS and Toscelik Profil ve Sac Endustrisi AS.  Subsequently, 
Wheatland Tube challenged the latter ruling against Tosyali 
and Toscelik appealing for higher duty rates.

•	 The U.S. International Trade Commission (USITC) upheld 
existing duties on certain seamless carbon and alloy steel 
standard, line and pressure pipe from Germany as part of 
its five-year sunset review.

•	 The Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) made 
preliminary determinations of dumping of certain carbon 
steel welded pipe from India, Oman, South Korea, Taiwan, 
Thailand, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) as 
well as preliminary determinations of subsidies of the same 
product from India, Oman and the UAE.  Duty margins 
ranged up to 84 percent.

•	 In “man bites dog” news, the ITA issued a preliminary 
determination in favor of Romania’s ArcelorMittal Tubular 
Products Roman S.A.  The agency held that imports of 
carbon and alloy seamless standard, line and pressure pipe 
from Romania between August 1, 2010, and July 31, 2011, 
were not sold at less than normal value as alleged by the 
petitioner, U.S. Steel Corp.

Copper

Copper imports also came in for trade action, as the ITA 
determined in early August that imports of seamless refined 
copper pipe and tube (6 inches or more) from China from 
November 22, 2010, to October 31, 2011, were sold below 
normal value.  The ITA issued a weighted-average dumping 
margin of 60.85 percent to Shanghai Hailiang Copper Co. Ltd., 
while Golden Dragon Precise Copper Tube Group Inc. received 
a de minimis margin of zero.  The petitioners were Cerro Flow 
Products, Wieland Copper Products, Mueller Copper Tube 
Products and Mueller Copper Tube Co.

http://www.lme.com/home.asp
http://www.cochilco.cl/english/index.asp
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.scientificamerican.com/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.scrappricebulletin.com/
http://www.scrappricebulletin.com/
http://www.usitc.gov
http://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/menu-eng.html
http://www.trade.gov
http://www.trade.gov
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rise more than four quarters in a row or fall more than three in 
a row, at least going back to 2000.  According to Ambrosia this 
suggests “scrap markets are constantly going through a short-
term process of self-correction.”

Ferrous and non-ferrous scrap exports went in opposite 
directions the first half of the year.  Nonferrous scrap inched 
up 3.1 percent in the first six months of 2012 compared to 
the same period in 2011, thanks mainly to strong aluminum 
scrap shipments.  Ferrous scrap exports fell 7.5 percent due to 
weakness in China.

Plastics

Commodity resin prices continued their free fall in August, 
reports Plastics Technology magazine.  It cites lower feedstock 
costs, ample material availability and sluggish demand.  Prices 
are likely to continue to fall, according to the experts consulted.

Recycled plastic prices are following the same trend, 
according to the magazine.  After seeing a peak in April, recycled 
HDPE has started to come down in price, and experts see that 
trend continuing.

News of Note

ASA members averaged 6 percent sales growth in July, 2012,  
compared to the same period a year ago with industrial PVF 
distributors showing twice the growth rate as their plumbing 
counterparts.  Inventories were up at a 7.1 percent clip compared 
to July, 2011.

ASA’s Industrial Piping Division named Anvil International 
sales executive, John Martin, as the recipient of its coveted IPD 
Award of Excellence for 2012.  The award will be presented during 

the Weldbend IPD Breakfast on Friday morning, October 19th in 
Orlando, Florida, at the annual ASA convention, NetworkASA 
2012: OWN IT.

The July Economic Indicators Report (EIR) from the Industrial 
Supply Association showed a slight decrease.  The report showed 
manufacturer activity in July at 60.42 percent compared to 59.44 
percent the previous month, and the distributor index of 63.53 
percent compared to 60.19 percent in June.  For either index, a 
reading above 50 percent indicates expansion, while a reading 
below 50 percent indicates contraction.

The cost of key construction materials dropped for the third 
consecutive month in July, pushing down year-over-year 
prices for the first time since 2009, according to an analysis of 
producer price index figures released by the Associated General 
Contractors of America.

You think you have troubles?  A labor dispute at a platinum 
mine in South Africa led to the deaths of 36 people and 79 others 
injured.  The trouble started over an illegal strike, which led to 
conflict with union members, who decided to return to duty.

About Jim Olsztynski

For 35 years, Jim Olsztynski has covered the plumbing-heating-
cooling-piping and industrial and mechanical pipe-valves-
fittings (PHCP  percent PVF) industry as an award-winning 
journalist and editor for a variety of industry publications.  He 
is an accomplished author having published several Essentials 
courses for ASA University as well as his own book, entitled:  
Bumps on the Road to Riches:  How to Avoid Big Mistakes that 
Kill Small Businesses.  Jim has also made numerous appearances 
and presentations about the industry and its rich history before 
live audiences as well as on television.

http://www.ptonline.com/articles/commodity-resin-prices-still-dropping
http://www.asa.net
http://www.asa.net/Membership/SpecialInterestGroups/IndustrialPipingDivision/tabid/106/Default.aspx
http://www.weldbend.com/foreman_asa_invite_090112.pdf
http://www.asa.net/Networking/tabid/59/Default.aspx
http://www.asa.net/Networking/tabid/59/Default.aspx
http://www.isapartners.org/
http://www.isapartners.org/
http://www.agc.org
http://www.agc.org
mailto:wrdwzrd@aol.com
http://www.asa.net/Education/tabid/573/Default.aspx
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
June 2012 July 2012 % Change

% Change
June 2011

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 277.1 277.0 0.0 5.0

Gates, globes, angles, and checks 1149-0201 316.6 316.8 0.1 3.6

Ball valves 1149-0202 319.7 320.6 0.3 11.1

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 196.3 197.4 0.6 0.8

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 210.7 213.4 1.3 6.8

Plumbing and heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 282.3 276.1 -2.2 3.8

Solenoid valves 1149-0208 279.9 279.9 0.0 3.2

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 256.9 257.2 0.1 7.7

Automatic valves 1149-0211 156.2 156.2 0.0 3.0

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 287.0 282.2 -1.7 1.0

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 123.9 121.4 -2.0 5.4

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 110.9 110.1 -0.7 5.5

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 102.6 103.2 0.6 -3.9

Metal pipe fittings, flanges and unions 1149-0301 301.3 300.4 -0.3 2.6

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 207.0 207.3 0.1 -22.4

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 103.6 102.9 -0.7 -1.7

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 135.2 135.2 0.0 2.7

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings & Trim 1054-02 279.4 279.5 0.0 1.3

Vitreous china fixtures 1052 148.0 147.4 -0.5 1.3

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 224.4 224.5 0.0 0.2

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 139.6 139.6 0.0 1.8

Miscellaneous brass goods 1054-0223 290.5 290.5 0.0 1.9

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 199.9 201.1 0.6 0.6

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 256.5 261.1 1.8 4.4

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 161.5 164.9 2.1 3.8

Steel heating boilers, all classes 1061-0112 164.9 166.4 0.9 6.3

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 337.9 337.9 0.0 4.5

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 320.9 320.9 0.0 4.5

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 212.3 212.3 0.0 4.5

Warehousing, Storage, & Related Services 32 98.2 97.1 -1.1 -3.1

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


