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Trucking Rates Going Up
Truckload linehaul pricing rose 3.2 percent year over year 
in September after 3.7 percent and 3.6 percent increases in 
August and July, respectively.  According to Avondale Partners 
and Cass Information Systems, which co-publish the Cass 
Truckload Linehaul Index™, expectations are for continued 
increases for the remainder of 2015, with their prediction 
ranging from 3.5 percent to 5.5 percent.

Increases are attributed to increased volume coupled with 
persistent driver shortages.  As reported in the July, 2015, 
installment of this report, annual driver turnover at large 
truckload fleets averaged an astonishing 96.0 percent in a 
recent measurement.

The Cass Truckload Linehaul Index™ reached 127.4 in 
September.  The Index is considered an accurate, timely 
indicator of market fluctuations in per-mile truckload pricing.  
The index isolates the linehaul component of full truckload costs 
from other components, such as fuel and accessories.  Data 
within this unique index is derived from actual freight invoices 
paid on behalf of Cass’ clients, which totaled over $26 billion in 
2013.  The index uses January, 2005, as its base month. 

Carbon Steel
The MEPS global steel price was down (26.0) percent in 
October compared with a year ago.  Blame the same, ol’ 
culprits of global oversupply and China’s economic slump. 

U.S. service center steel shipments in September 
decreased by (10.9) percent from September, 2014, 
according to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  Steel 
product inventories decreased (1.6) percent from September 
a year ago.  Most industry observers think inventories will 
remain low due to devaluation concerns and short lead times 
from mills.

The latest available data shows U.S. steel mills shipped 
(1.6) percent fewer tons of steel in August compared 
with July and (11.9) percent less than the tonnage shipped 
in August, 2014, according to the American Iron and Steel 
Institute (AISI).  Shipments year-to-date after eight months in 
2015 were (10.2) percent behind 2014 shipments.

AISI reported that finished steel imports were down (12.5) 
percent in September from August. For the first nine months 
of 2015, finished steel imports were up 3.0 percent from the 
same period in 2014.  The estimated finished steel import 
market share in September was 25.0 percent and 30.0 percent, 
year-to-date.

World crude steel production declined (3.7) percent in 
September compared with September, 2014, for the 66 
countries reporting to the World Steel Association (WSA).  
China’s crude steel production declined (3.0) percent for the 
month, while U.S. production dropped (8.5) percent.  The 
crude steel capacity utilization ratio for the 66 countries in 
September, 2015, was 69.3 percent.  This is (4.0) percentage 
points lower than September, 2014, though 1.3 percentage 
points higher compared to August, 2015.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
LME nickel prices rose a bit in October after falling below 
$10,000 a ton previously, but then stalled.  The LME’s three-
month nickel contract closed the official session October 
30 at $10,135 per ton, exactly where it was on October 8, 
but 10.7 percent above $9,450 per ton recorded August 24, 
the lowest level since December, 2008.  The upward trend 
reflects a slight bump in demand, but pricing is constrained 
by rising nickel inventories.  Analysts are predicting a global 
production deficit in 2016, which could force nickel prices 
higher, though large inventories may put a brake on prices 
absent growth in demand. 

Meantime, stainless steel prices continued to tumble in 
October as mills reduced material surcharges for the fourth 
consecutive month.  American Metal Market (AMM) pegged 
surcharges for Type 304 down an average of 4.76 cents per 
pound and those for Type 316 off 6.2 cents. AMM’s latest 
assessment of stainless cold-rolled sheet put Type 304 at 97 
cents per pound, down from $1.02 in September.  Type 304L 
was selling at 99 cents per pound, off from $1.04.  Type 316L 
dropped to $1.27 per pound from $1.33.

MEPS also reported the global stainless steel market as 
“subdued,” due to weak demand, plentiful supply and buyers 
awaiting ever lower prices.

Improvement may be in store for U.S. stainless markets 
in 2016, Austrian market analyst Markus Moll told AMM’s 
29th Stainless & Alloys Conference on October 27th.  He 
cited improvements in consumer consumption, capital 
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expenditures, re-stocking and anticipated infrastructure 
investments in an election year.

Welded stainless steel pressure pipe from India has come 
under anti-dumping scrutiny by the U.S. Department 
of Commerce.  The alleged dumping margin is 32.06 
percent, according to the department’s International Trade 
Administration (ITA), which is supposed to make preliminary 
injury determinations by November 16th unless delayed.  Total 
import volume for welded stainless pressure pipe reached 
11,000 tons in 2014 and was worth $36.4 million, according to 
the ITA.  The action is in response to a petition covering circular 
welded austenitic stainless pressure pipe up to 14 inches 
in diameter, filed September 30th by Bristol Metals,  Felker 
Brothers, Marcegaglia USA and Outokumpu Stainless Pipe.

Global stainless steel production reached 21.1 million 
metric tons in the first half of 2015, a (0.7) percent decrease 

from the prior year, according to the International Stainless 
Steel Forum (ISSF).  ISSF said that production increased by 4.8 
percent in the Americas region in that period and 0.7 percent 
in China. 

Molybdenum and ferrovanadium spot prices fell to their 
lowest levels in more than a decade, according to AMM.  The 
metals tracking firm measured ferromolybdenum selling in a 
range $6 to $6.25 per pound, the lowest level since July, 2003.  
Molybdenum oxide dropped to $4.50 to $5 per pound, the 
lowest level since March, 2003.  Ferrovanadium tumbled to a 
range of $7.15 to $7.50 per pound in late October, the lowest 
level since January, 2004.  AMM said silicomanganese tightened 
to a range of 42 to 44 cents per pound, up slightly from late 
September when spot prices reached their lowest level since 
mid-2009, while ferrosilicon, which started the year in a range of 
93 to 95 cents per pound, has been languishing at around 78 to 
83 cents in October.  No improvement is in sight, according to 
market analysts, and prices could drop even further.

Mining giant Freeport-McMoRan continued to slash 
molybdenum and copper production further amid 
weak market conditions.  Combined with production cuts 
announced in August, curtailments include 20 million pounds 
of molybdenum, 20.0 percent of 2016 output.  Freeport’s 
North American molybdenum production rose 12.5 percent to 
9 million pounds in the third quarter.  

Tubular Products
The number of energy drill rigs running in the U.S. fell to 
775 the week of October 30th, the lowest level since 2002, 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 11,521,920 7,562,205 7,134,760 -5.7% 50.3%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,372,575 1,589,698 1,364,967 -14.1% 110.8%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,022,400 1,936,098 1,574,166 -18.7% 47.8%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,498,088 1,574,628 2,301,889 46.2% 7.7%

Welded OCTG 1,955,555 1,344,779 874,399 -35.0% 72.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,408,172 925,616 920,435 -0.6% 81.6%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 527,797 327,604 340,384 3.9% 58.8%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,052 312,086 288,271 -7.6% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 642,339 427,195 436,366 2.1% 74.5%

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

http://www.commerce.gov
http://www.commerce.gov
http://www.trade.gov
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leading to continued drops in OCTG and line pipe prices.  
Distributor selling prices for OCTG averaged $1,261 per short 
ton for October, according to the latest data from Pipe Logix 
LLC.  That was down (3.6) percent from September and marked 
the lowest level since at least 2007.  ERW prices fell (3.9) 
percent to $1,148 per ton on average, while seamless products 
dropped (3.5) percent to $1,375 per ton.  A Pipe Logix survey 
showed 90.0 percent of OCTG distributors expected prices to 
continue falling over the next two months.

A silver lining in the cloud for U.S. producers is that the gap 
between average domestic and imported OCTG product prices 
shrank (9.2) percent in October to $188 per ton, following a 
(17.5) plunge in September, according to Pipe Logix.

OCTG demand is likely to plummet to about 3.9 million 
tons this year, down more than half from 8 million tons 
in 2014, Tenaris SA Chairman and CEO Paolo Rocca said in 
a recent investor presentation.  He predicted a modest 5.0 
percent increase in global demand for OCTG in 2016, due to 
Middle Eastern demand and lower inventories.

In September, line pipe prices also declined, for the 13th 
consecutive month, according to Pipe Logix.  The Oklahoma-
based, oilfield tubular market research firm pegged distributor 
selling prices for domestic line pipe at an average $1,696 per 
short ton in September, down (1.3) percent from August.  
Welded line pipe dropped (1.6) percent to $1,082 per ton in 
September, while seamless product fell (1.2) percent to $2,310 
per ton. 

Imported line pipe prices also weakened, with distributor 
selling prices for imported line pipe declining (3.0) percent to 
$998 per ton in September.  Welded line pipe imports slipped 
(4.3) percent to $697 per ton, while imported seamless pipe 
fell (2.35) to $1,299 per ton on average.

After nine months of 2015, line pipe imports were up 34.3 
percent, and standard pipe imports gained 22.9 percent, 
according to the American Iron & Steel Institute (AISI).  Some 
market players see a slowdown in 4Q15 as duties levied 
against South Korean and Turkish imports start to bite and 
distributors work off inventories accumulated in anticipation 
of those duties.

An exception to the gloom is that large-diameter line pipe 
demand is surging to its highest level since 2009, thanks to 
construction of gas transmission lines.  AMM reported various 
industry players enjoying “robust” orders for line pipe above 
16 inches.

Energy market recovery is likely more than a year away, 
U.S. Steel’s President and CEO Mario Longhi said at the World 
Steel Association’s (WSA) annual conference in Chicago last 
month.  A big reason is, thanks to high shale productivity, U.S. 
oil output remains high.  “Even though drilling rigs have been 
reduced in the last six months by about 60 percent, production is 

still above 9 million barrels per day. Until this production comes 
down to around 8 million or less, we’re not going to see significant 
reinvestment,” Longhi said.  He added that there is no sign 
Saudi Arabia will curtail production or that demand will 
increase from China and other emerging nations.

The U.S. Commerce Department’s latest dumping 
investigation targets circular welded steel pipe imports 
from Oman, Pakistan, the Philippines, the United Arab 
Emirates and Vietnam.  Imports from the five nations are up 
78.3 percent from last year, according to the petition by Bull 
Moose Tube, EXLTUBE, Wheatland Tube and Western Tube 
& Conduit.  Products covered include welded steel pipe up 
to 16 inches spanning standard pipe, fence pipe and tube, 
sprinkler pipe and structural pipe.

Korean producers face anti-dumping duties of 2.53 
percent to 6.19 percent on imports of welded line pipe, 
and Turkish producers were assigned anti-dumping margins 
of 6.66 percent to 22.95 percent as well as countervailing 
duties of 1.31 percent and 152.2 percent in a Commerce 
Department ruling in early October.  U.S. producers reacted 
with disappointment to the margins, according to AMM, but 
held out hope of higher margins being assigned when the 
U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) makes its final injury 
determinations, scheduled by November 18th.  The trade case 
was filed in October, 2014, by American Cast Iron Pipe, Energex 
Tube, Maverick Tube, Northwest Pipe, Stupp Corp., Tex-Tube, 
TMK Ipsco, and Welspun Tubular.

OCT Pipe is betting on the future with plans to build a $100 
million seamless pipe mill in Norfolk, Nebraska, at a time when 
most energy tubular makers are cutting back production and 
canceling expansion plans.  The Texas company expects the 
mill to go into production in 2017, by which time company 
executives expect the market to have recovered.  Many 
industry observers reacted with raised eyebrows, given that 
the energy tubulars market was suffering from overcapacity 
even before this year’s drilling crash.

Copper

The price of copper started to rebound in October, gaining 
more than 10 cents per pound at mid-month, thanks in large 
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measure to Freeport-McMoRan’s announcement that it would 
cut production by (5.0) percent or 250 million pounds in 2016.  
By month’s end, copper prices came back to just a penny more 
where they began October at $2.31.

The Chilean Copper Commission (Cochilco) has cut its 
copper price forecasts for 2015 and 2016 due to lower 
expectations of global demand.  The government agency now 
estimates copper will average $2.53 per pound in 2015, down 
from its midyear forecast of $2.77 per pound, and $2.50 per 
pound in 2016, down from $2.70 per pound previously.  Global 
copper consumption is expected to increase only 0.9 percent 
this year after growing 8.4 percent in 2014.  Cochilco expects 
2016 global copper demand to grow 2.2 percent on an annual 
basis and forecasts a market surplus of 177,000 tons in 2015 
and 44,000 tons in 2016. 

Copper prices could drop as low as $4,000 a ton ($1.81 per 
pound) or even lower by the end of 2016, in a worst-case 
scenario presented by a Goldman Sachs analyst at a Metal 
Bulletin Copper Concentrates Conference in London early last 
month.  More realistically, the analyst forecast a base price of 
$4,500 per ton ($2.04) at the end of next year, still well below 
present pricing.  Goldman has consistently lowered its copper 
price forecasts amid sluggish global demand and continued 
production surpluses, which it sees continuing through 2016.

The global refined copper market showed a small, 
seasonally adjusted production surplus of 12.000 tons 
(t) in July, 2015, according to preliminary data from the 
International Copper Study Group (ICSG).  The refined copper 
balance for the first seven months of 2015, including revisions 
to data previously presented, indicates a seasonally adjusted 
surplus of about 85,000 t.  This compares with a seasonally 
adjusted production deficit of around 490,000 t for the same 
period of 2014.  The average world mine capacity utilization 
rate for the first seven months of 2015 declined slightly to 83.5 
percent from 85.0 percent in the same period of 2014.

ICSG predicted that global refined copper supply and 
demand will remain essentially balanced this year 

before moving into a small deficit in 2016.  Its forecast shows 
refined copper production will outpace consumption by about 
41,000 t in 2015, while in 2016 consumption is forecast to 
outpace production by about 127,000 tons.  Both figures are 
significantly lower than the group’s previous forecast last April, 
when it pegged production surpluses at 360,000 t for 2015 
and 230,000 t for 2016.  Production cutbacks are responsible 
for the new estimates.  Despite the cutbacks, ICSG expects 
copper production to grow by around 4.0 percent in 2016, due 
to mining expansions at both new and existing facilities.

Scrap
U.S. ferrous scrap prices have more or less settled 
into a comfortable range of $50 per gross ton, defying 
predictions of steeper drops from already depressed levels, 
according to market sources.  U.S. ferrous scrap export 
prices also appear to be stabilizing, with recent Turkish sales 
booked higher than expected.  It seems that buyers sitting on 
the sidelines waiting for more price drops ran out of time and 
had to replenish supplies.

Stainless scrap prices have not yet matched that stability, 
according to market sources.  Improvement may be in store for 
the near term as nickel prices recover a bit of lost ground, but 
traders are not yet jumping for joy.

Copper scrap also is in the doldrums, despite modestly 
rising copper prices.  Copper and brass mills are said to be 
oversupplied with seasonal slowdowns and shutdowns looming.

Plastics
PVC pipe resin prices dropped by about a penny per pound 
in September and were trending sideways in October, as all 
plastic commodity resins continued in a downward spiral, 
according to Plastics Technology magazine.

PE resin prices saw even steeper declines, dropping 4¢/lb. 
lower in September after a 5¢ decrease in August, mirroring 
falling oil prices.  All grades of HDPE slid by 4¢ in September.  PE 
suppliers are attempting to recoup lost ground with announced 
5¢ increases for November, though industry analysts doubt they 
can make the increases stick.  One analyst said not to expect PE 
increases until oil recovers to $60 a barrel.

U.S. plastic scrap exports to China, by far its largest export 
market, were down (42.0) percent in August compared with 
August, 2014.  Last year, China was the destination of 50.1 
percent of all U.S. plastic scrap exports.  Total US plastic scrap 
exports in 2014 were valued at $952.8 million.

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors saw a decline in sales 
in September of (5.4) percent on average compared with 
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September, 2014, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse 
Report.  Sales are up 1.8 percent for the calendar year through 
September, and on a trailing 12-month basis, sales were up 
3.2 percent, on average.  ASA’s PVF distributors were sitting 
on 1.9 percent more inventories, on average, compared with 
September, 2014.

Industrial distributors and manufacturers both registered 
impressive gains in the October ISA Economic Indicator 
Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply Association (ISA).  The 
ISA Manufacturer Index increased from 58.2 in August to 59.9 
in September, while the Distributor Index increased from 60.1 
to 63.2.  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.

The value of new construction starts in September 
dropped (5.0) percent from the previous month to a 
seasonally adjusted annual rate of $523.7 billion, according 
to Dodge Data & Analytics.  Decreased activity was reported 
for both nonresidential building, down (4.0) percent, and 
housing, which retreated (11.0) percent.  Housing’s decline 
was due mainly to a (30.0) percent plunge in the volatile 
multifamily sector.  Through the first nine months of 2015, 
total construction starts on an unadjusted basis were $497.4 
billion, up 12.0 percent from the same period a year ago.  
Nonresidential building was down moderately after posting 
a substantial gain in 2014.  Residential building climbed 17.0 
percent year-to-date, with multifamily housing up 26.0 percent 
and single family housing up 13.0 percent.

AIA’s Architecture Billings Index (ABI) rebounded in 
September with a score of 53.7 (any score over 50 indicates 
billings growth) following a brief decline in August.  Although 
the ABI has bounced around a few times in the first three 
quarters of the year, it still signifies a generally positive 
trend in business conditions at architecture firms this year.  
Both inquiries into new work and the value of new design 
contracts have remained strong during that same time period, 
indicating that there is still plenty of new work to come.  Firms 
also reported that, on average, their current backlog of work 
stands at 5.6 months as of the end of September.  This is the 
highest that backlogs have been since AIA began collecting 
this information on a quarterly basis in 2010.

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 
Essentials courses for ASA University and is soon 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 
industry and its rich history before live audiences as well as 
on television.
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
August
2015

September
2015

% Change
% Change
September

2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 301.5 301.4 0.0 2.1

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 333.4 333.3 0.0 2.2

Ball valves 1149-0202 372.4 372.4 0.0 1.1

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 207.5 207.5 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 316.2 316.2 0.0 1.8

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 283.4 283.2 -0.1 2.6

Automatic valves 1149-0211 170.2 170.2 0.0 2.7

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 224 221.7 -1.3 -12.2

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 85.8 84.0 -2.1 -13.4

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 91.5 90.4 -1.2 -8.3

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 98.7 97.9 -0.8 -5.8

Automatic regulating & control valves 1149-0301 292.3 292.1 -0.1 -2.3

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 178.2 179.6 0.8 -10.5

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 104.6 105.2 0.6 -2.8

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 146.1 145.9 -0.1 3.4

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.5 295.3 -0.1 1.5

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

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.3 147.3 0.0 2.6

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

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 273.2 276.0 1.0 -0.3

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 171.5 173.8 0.7 1.3

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 351.4 351.4 0.0 1.8

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 333.7 333.6 0.0 3.3

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 220.9 220.9 0.0 0.8

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.9 98.9 0.0 1.2

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


