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China’s Gargantuan Appetite
Declining prices for commodities such as nickel and copper, 
detailed throughout the year by this report, owe almost 
entirely to China’s slumping economy.  China consumes an 
estimated 45.0 percent of the world’s copper and 44.0 percent 
of global nickel supplies, which compares to a mere 8.0 
percent only a decade ago.  IHS Global Insight calculates that 
China consumes 48.0 percent of the world’s supplies of the f 
ive major industrial metals (aluminum, copper, lead, nickel and 
zinc), compared with only 13.0 percent in 2000.  China’s global 
influence can also be felt in plummeting prices for oil and  
iron ore.

This means that when China’s economy suffers, commodity 
suppliers feel the pain.  In the U.S., we don’t feel it nearly as 
much as developing countries, such as Chile, Brazil, Indo-
nesia and others, whose economic fortunes are closely tied 
to commodity exports.

An near as anyone can tell, China’s economy is not in re-
cession - technically.  It’s just that commodity suppliers have 
gotten hooked on its double-digit growth rates ever since 
China adopted capitalism (in practice, if not in name) during 
the 1980s.  A slowdown to even 7.0 percent growth, which 
China claims as this year’s target, means cutbacks of mil-
lions of tons worth of commodity shipments.  Although, most 
macroeconomists think this growth is unlikely.

While U.S. exports to China hit a record $124 billion at the 
latest tally, which represents just 7.6 percent of our total 
exports, we can withstand a contracting Chinese economy 
much better than many other parts of the world.

Carbon Steel

U.S. steel service center shipments decreased by 8.9 
percent in August compared to the same month in 2014, 
according to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  Steel 
product inventories increased 1.9 percent over August a year 
ago.

Steel product imports dropped 7.2 percent in August 
from July and were 18.6 percent below the level of a 
year ago, according to data from the U.S. Commerce De-
partment’s Enforcement and Compliance division.  Line 
pipe represented one of the biggest declines of the month, 
down 18.7 percent, reflecting the depressed state of oil and 
gas drilling.  However, the American Iron & Steel Institute 
(AISI) reported line pipe imports up a hefty 40.0 percent, 
year-to-date through August, and standard pipe up 30.0 
percent, YTD. 

World crude steel production decreased 3.0 percent in 
August from August, 2014, for the 65 countries reporting 
to the World Steel Association (WSA).  China’s crude steel 
production for August, 2015, dropped 3.5 percent compared 
to August, 2014.  U.S. production was down by 9.7 percent 
compared to August, 2014.  The crude steel capacity utili-
zation ratio for the 65 countries in August, 2015, was 68.0 
percent, which was 3.6 percent lower than August, 2014.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
U.S. service centers saw stainless shipments decline 
3.8 percent in August from the prior month and decline by 
4.6 percent from the same month a year ago, according to 
MSCI.  Inventories for August totaled 3.3  months’ worth of 
supply at current shipping rates.

Falling nickel and scrap prices continue to put a damp-
er on stainless steel prices.  American Metal Market 
(AMM) reported that stainless steel raw material surcharges 
fell for a fourth, consecutive month for October purchases 
with Type 316 material logging the biggest decline, down by 
about 10.5 percent among the four, major, domestic, stain-
less producers.  Surcharges were down 10.1 percent for 
Type 304 stainless, while Type 201 surcharges dropped by 
more than 8.0 percent.  Non-nickel Type 430 surcharges 
dropped a more modest 2.8 percent, on average.

Despite moribund demand, stainless imports actually 
increased 28.5 percent in August, according to AMM.  
One supplier was quoted as remarking, “The people who 
ordered these (imports) probably wish they could cancel 
it.”  The Specialty Steel Institute of North America (SSINA) 
hinted that it would be keeping an eye on stainless imports 
with a possible eye toward filing trade cases against China 
and Taiwan, in particular.

MEPS calculated the average global price for Type 304 
cold rolled coil as around 28.0 percent below that of a 
year ago.  The London-based metals tracking firm sees lit-
tle recovery until seasonal peak prices are reached in May, 
2016.

Ferroalloys continued their pricing slump as well.  To-
ward September’s end, AMM pegged ferrosilicon prices as 
falling to between 78 and 82 cents per pound and silico-
manganese to a range between 41 and 44 cents per pound.  

https://www.ihs.com/index.html
http://www.msci.org
http://trade.gov/enforcement/
http://trade.gov/enforcement/
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.worldsteel.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.ssina.com/index2.html
http://www.meps.co.uk
http://www.amm.com
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High-carbon ferromanganese did record a slight uptick with-
in a price range of $830 to $850 per long ton.  Molybdenum 
and ferromolybdenum prices also continued downward.  
One source cited by AMM noted that moly supplies might 
be threatened by copper mine closures, since molybdenum 
is often a byproduct of copper production.

Stainless pipe anti-dumping petition filed against India.  Bris-
tol Metals, Felker Brothers, Outokumpu Stainless Pipe and 
Marcegaglia USA filed a petition on September 30th with the 
U.S. Commerce Department and U.S. International Trade 
Commission to initiate anti-dumping and countervailing 
duty investigations of welded stainless steel pipe from In-
dia.  According to the petition, imports of such product have 
increased to 12,101 tons from 281 tons between 2012 and 
2014, and Indian exports were thought to exceed 2014 to-
tals in the first six months of the year.

Tubular Products
Drilling rigs in operation in the U.S. are at the lowest 
level since early 2003.  Baker Hughes reported 838 rigs 
in operation as of September 25th, a decline of 1,093 com-
pared to the same week prior year.

As a consequence, line pipe prices dropped for the 12th 
consecutive month in August.  Pipe Logix LLC calculated 
domestic line pipe prices as averaging $1,719 per short ton 
in August, down 1.7 percent from July, while import prices 
fell 2.9 percent to $1,029 per ton.  Average domestic ERW 
prices were down 2.3 percent to $1,100 per ton in August, 
while domestic seamless line pipe slipped 1.4 percent to 
$2,338 per ton.  Pipe Logix said imported ERW line pipe fell 

4.6 percent to $728 per ton, while seamless imports dipped 
2.1 percent $1,329 per ton.  The National Association of 
Steel Pipe Distributors’ (NASPD) sentiment index fell to 33 
in August after reaching an eight-month high of 37 in July, 
although even that was an abysmal level for an index re-
flecting distributor confidence.

TMK Ipsco is the latest domestic tubular producer to 
cut back operations.  In light of poor market conditions 
and a flood of low-priced imports, the company has tempo-
rarily idled its casing and line pipe plant in Camanche, Iowa.

Copper
Copper prices continued at yearly low levels in Septem-
ber, though exhibiting some roller-coaster behavior.  Co-
mex copper climbed a bit to $2.45/lb. at mid-month, then 
dropped steadily to a monthly low of $2.25 on Sept. 29, be-
fore rebounding on the last day to $2.34, a little higher than 
at the beginning of the month.

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

Annual & Year-To-Date Data (Jan. – Apr., 2015) 2014 YTD 2014 YTD 2015 % Change YTD % Change 2010-14

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 11,521,920 6,562,331 6,531,687 -0.5% 50.3%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,372,575 1,352,507 1,259,518 -6.9% 110.8%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,022,400 1,659,119 1,465,995 -11.6% 47.8%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,498,088 1,376,529 2,046,456 48.7% 7.7%

Welded OCTG 1,955,555 1,202,508 846,152 -29.6% 72.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,408,172 806,625 829,266 2.8% 81.6%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 527,797 284,788 311,878 9.5% 58.8%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,052 264,183 257,709 -2.5% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 642,339 365,959 387,652 5.9% 74.5%

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

http://www.amm.com
http://www.commerce.gov
http://usitc.gov/
http://usitc.gov/
http://gis.bakerhughesdirect.com/Reports/StandardReport.aspx
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.naspd.com/
http://www.naspd.com/
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
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The Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) has re-
opened an investigation of pricing for copper pipe fitting 
exports from the U.S., South Korea and China, based on 
the CBSA’s ongoing enforcement of the Canadian Interna-
tional Trade Tribunal’s findings of material injury issued in 
2007.  The reinvestigation is slated for completion by Febru-
ary 5, 2016, and will cover solder joint pressure pipe fittings 
and solder joint DWV pipe fittings made of cast copper alloy, 
wrought copper alloy or wrought copper for use in plumbing 
and HVAC/R applications.  “Where an exporter of subject 
goods does not provide sufficient information to determine 
specific normal values or does not permit verification of in-
formation submitted, anti-dumping duties will be assessed 
at the rate of 242.0 percent of the export price of the subject 
goods imported into Canada,” the CBSA warned.

The global refined copper market was roughly in bal-
ance for June, 2015, according to the International Cop-
per Study Group (ICSG). According to preliminary ICSG 
data, June saw a seasonally adjusted production surplus 

of around 30,000 tons (t).  The refined copper balance for 
the first half of 2015, including revisions to data previously 
presented, indicates a seasonally adjusted production sur-
plus of around 91,000 t.  This compares with a seasonally 
adjusted deficit of 510,000 t for the same period of 2014.  
In the first half of 2015, world apparent usage is estimated 
to have declined by around 2.0 percent compared with the 
first half of 2014, while mine production is estimated to have 
increased by 3.0 percent in the same reckoning.  The aver-
age world mine capacity utilization rate for the first half of 
2015 declined slightly to 84.0 percent from 85.0 percent for 
the same period in 2014. 

Scrap
Scrap prices are in the middle of a “perfect storm” that 
is depressing prices and margins, attendees were told at a 
September meeting of the Institute of Scrap Recycling In-
dustries (ISRI) Commodities Roundtable in Chicago.  ISRI 
‘s chief economist and director of commodities, Joseph 
Pickard, identified challenges facing the scrap industry as 
a plunge in global commodity prices, the strong U.S. dollar, 
low capacity utilization rates and the slowdown in China’s 
economy.

U.S. ferrous scrap exports plummeted to an 18-month 
low in July, dropping 21.5 percent due to a large reduction 
in demand from Turkey, the largest buyer of U.S. scrap, as 
well as big declines from Thailand and Taiwan.  

Stainless scrap prices also faced headwinds, thanks to 
continued soft demand and oversupply.  Nickel prices on 
the LME plunged below $10,000 per ton for a time in Sep-
tember before closing at $10,070 on September 30th.  That is 
39.0 percent below the $16,505 price at this time last year.
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http://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/menu-eng.html
http://www.citt.gc.ca/
http://www.citt.gc.ca/
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.isri.org
http://www.isri.org
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
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Same story for copper and brass scrap as prices remain 
under pressure due to weak demand and copper’s contin-
ued price slump. 

Plastics
Plastic resin prices have headed downward due to con-
tinuing lower feedstock and energy prices. PE resin prices 
dropped a full 5¢/lb. in August, according to Plastics Tech-
nology magazine, with some off-grade material down by 
as much as 8-10¢/lb. since the May price peak. Another 
price drop of 3-5¢/lb. was expected for September.

PVC prices dropped 1¢/lb. in August and were expected 
to drop by at least another 1¢/lb. in September.  ABS resin 
prices also dropped in August, and further declines are 
expected due to low-cost Asian imports.

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors saw a slight gain in 
sales in August, of 0.2% on average compared with Au-
gust 2014, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse 
Report.  Sales were down 1.2 percent for the calendar year 
through August, and on a trailing 12-month basis, sales 
were down 0.6 percent on average.  ASA’s PVF distributors 
were sitting on 2.8 percent more inventories, on average, 
compared with August, 2014.

The Industrial Supply Association’s (ISA) Manufacturer 
Index increased from 53.1 in July to 58.2 in August, 
while the ISA Distributor Index declined from 62.2 in July 
to 60.1.  For each index, a reading above 50.0 percent 
indicates expansion, while a reading below 50.0 percent 
indicates contraction.  The Indexes have been above 50.0 
percent since December, 2012.

New construction starts in August dropped 11.0 percent 
to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of $554.5 billion, 

according to Dodge Data & Analytics.  Nonresidential 
building (down16.0 percent) and housing (down 8.0 percent) 
pulled back from their improved July pace.  During the first 
eight months of 2015, total construction starts were up 
15.0 percent from the same period a year ago.  Residential 
building, year-to-date, was up 18.0 percent, due to a 30.0 
percent jump for multifamily housing combined with 14.0 
percent growth for single-family housing.  Nonresidential 
building through eight months was down 5.0 percent.

Billings at U.S. architecture firms saw a minor dip in 
August; the third monthly step back, so far, in 2015.  The 
American Institute of Architect’s (AIA) Architecture Billings 
Index (ABI) fell to 49.1, down from the healthy 54.7 reading 
in July.  However, with strong reported growth in new project 
inquiries and in new design contracts for the month, this 
minor dip should be as quickly reversed as were the other 
ones in 2015, and AIA expects architecture firms to return to 
the upward growth trend of the past four years.

About Jim Olsztynski
Since 1977, Jim Olsztynski has covered the plumbing-
heating-cooling-piping and industrial and mechanical pipe-
valve-fitting (PHCP-PVF) industry as an award-winning 
journalist and editor for a variety of industry publications.  
He is an accomplished author having published several Es-
sentials courses for ASA University and aims to publish his 
own book, 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 indus-
try and its rich history before live audiences as well as on 
television.

http://www.ptonline.com
http://www.ptonline.com
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.construction.com/dodge/
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
http://www.aia.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
2015

July
2015

% Change
% Change

July
2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 301.7 301.5 0.1 2.1

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 334.1 333.4       -0.2 4.2

Ball valves 1149-0202 372.4 372.4 0.0 1.1

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 207.6 207.5 0.0 1.9

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 220.0 220.0 0.0 3.3

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 292.8 292.8 0.0 2.1

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 N/A 316.2 N/A 1.8

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 283.4 283.4 0.0 2.7

Automatic valves 1149-0211 170.2 170.2 0.0 2.7

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 226.0 224 -0.6 -11.1

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 85.7 85.8 -0.1 -12.1

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 92.3 91.5 -0.9 -7.2

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 98.3 98.7 0.4       -2.6

Automatic regulating & control valves 1149-0301 289.8 292.3 0.9 -2.1

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 186.5 178.2 -4.5 -12.1

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 109.8 104.6        -4.7 -3.7

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 147.4 146.1 -0.9 3.3

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.6 295.5 0.0 1.6

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 N/A 245.8 N/A 1.6

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.4 147.3       -0.1 2.6

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 273.2 273.2 0.0 0.1

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 171.5 171.5 0.0 0.6

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 355.5 351.4 -1.2 1.9

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 341.9 333.7 -2.4 3.5

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 221.5 220.9 -0.3 0.8

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.8 98.9 0.1 1.5

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


