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Metal Thefts Trend Downward
Looking for a silver lining in the cloud of depressed metal 
prices?  The National Insurance Crime Bureau (NICB) 
reported that, continuing a recent trend, insured metal theft 
claims in 2014 were down 8.0 percent from 2012 levels.  In 
2012, a total of 13,731 metal theft claims were processed.  
The number dropped to 13,632 in 2013 and decreased again 
in 2014 to 12,630.  During this three-year period, 39,993 
insurance claims for the theft of copper, bronze, brass or 
aluminum were handled, of which 38,985 claims (98.0 
percent) involved copper. 

Ohio ranked first among all the states, generating 4,438 
metal theft claims.  It was followed by Pennsylvania (2,770), 
Texas (2,379), New Jersey (2,192) and California (2,127).  
The top-five extended metropolitan areas generating the 
most metal theft claims were New York-Newark-Jersey City 
(2,066); Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington (1,581); Chicago-
Naperville-Elgin (1,487); Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell 
(1,086); Detroit-Warren-Dearborn (945).  Click here to 
download the full report.

Carbon Steel
Steel sheet and coil prices continued to dip throughout 
November, only partly owing to traditional end-of-year 
doldrums.  Other, bigger factors include generally slack 
demand and de-stocking by steel service centers looking to 
unload inventory they’ve been sitting on in forlorn hope that 
prices will turn upward.

U.S. service center steel shipments decreased by (14.0) 
percent in October from October, 2014.  Steel product 
inventories decreased (4.2) percent from October a year 
ago and (3.0) percent from the prior month, according to 
the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  Canadian service 
centers saw even steeper dips, with shipments of steel 
products decreasing by (18.3) percent from October, 2014.  
Steel product inventories decreased (12.3) percent from 
October a year ago.

Steel shipments from U.S. steel mills dropped (4.7) 
percent in September from August and (15.0) percent 
compared with September, 2014, the American Iron & Steel 
Institute (AISI) reported.  Shipments year-to-date through 
nine months of 2015 declined (10.7) percent versus the same 
period for 2014.

U.S. raw steel output in mid-November dropped to 
the lowest level since early January, 2010, according to 
AISI.  Mills were operating at an average capacity utilization 
rate of 65.3 percent compared with 77.2 percent in the 
corresponding week of last year.  For the year, they had been 
operating at average capacity utilization of 71.9 percent, 
down from 77.8 percent at the same time last year.

World crude steel production decreased (3.1) percent 
in October compared with October, 2014, for the 66 
countries reporting to the World Steel Association (WSA).  
U.S. production was measured by the group at (8.8) percent 
lower while China’s fell (3.1) percent.  The crude steel capacity 
utilization ratio for the 66 countries in October, 2015, was 
68.3 percent.  This was (3.4) percentage points lower than 
October, 2014.

OECD steel groups are ganging up on China.  
Representing nine international steel associations, the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) Steel Committee complained to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) that Chinese steel overcapacity is 
between 336 million and 425 million tons, out of total global 
surplus of about 700 million tons.  “There can be no question 
that China remains very much a non-market economy today,” 
the Committee insisted.  AISI was among the participants in 
the joint statement.

MEPS forecasted a total decline in global steel production 
of (3.0) percent for 2015, with a modest upturn of 1.2 
percent predicted for 2016.  The British metals tracking and 
analysis firm doesn’t foresee significant price improvement 
until 2017. 

Iron ore future contacts dropped below $40 a ton on 
November 30th for the first time ever in the widely-watched 
Singapore market.  Some analysts hit the panic button, 
while others shrugged it off as just another consequence of 
slumping China/Asia economies.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Stainless steel raw material prices continue to spiral 
downward as if towards a black hole.  Raw material 
surcharges for December from the four major U.S. stainless 
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producers dropped for a sixth consecutive month.  Leading 
the way were Type 316, dropping an average of (7.0) percent, 
and Type 430 falling (7.5) percent compared with November.

Stainless steel distributors are feeling those blues, as the 
latest MSCI data showed U.S. service center shipments down 
(1.0) percent in October from September and (8.9) percent 
compared with October, 2014.  Inventories at the end of 
October were down (2.4) percent from a month earlier and 
(9.8) percent from a year ago.  Canadian service centers saw 
October shipments plummet (10.8) percent from September 
and (2.7) percent from October, 2014.  Canadian inventories 
dropped (4.1) percent from October but were up marginally 
compared with October, 2014.  Industry sources see little 
hope of improvement till after the first quarter of 2016.

LME nickel prices were dropping steadily throughout 
November, dropping below $9,000 a ton for the first time 
since 2003 ($8,765 as of November 27th).  About 72.0 percent 

of the world’s nickel is used to produce stainless steel, for 
which demand is depressed while nickel is oversupplied. 

Ferrochrome spot prices started dropping again after a 
slight rally in early November.  High-carbon ferrochrome 
fell to a range of $1.02 to $1.07 per pound from $1.03 to 
$1.08 previously, with lower-grade material reportedly 
fetching just under $1 per pound, according to American 
Metal Market (AMM).  Ferrovanadium prices dropped a bit 
less, selling in a range of $6.50 to $6.80 per pound early in 
the month.

Global production of molybdenum increased 10.0 
percent in the second quarter of 2015 from the previous 
quarter but was still (2.0) percent lower compared with 
the second quarter in 2014, according to the International 
Molybdenum Association (IMOA).  Global use of moly fell 
slightly by (1.0) percent from the previous quarter and (12.0) 
percent lower compared with the second quarter in 2014.  
China remained the biggest producer, with production 
increasing from 46.3 million pounds in the first quarter 
of 2015 to 52.3 million pounds in the second quarter, an 
increase of 13% and some 5% higher compared with the 
same quarter in 2014.

Molybdenum oxide prices in November were selling 
at the lowest levels since 2003, according to AMM.  The 
slump in prices caused leading producer Freeport-McMoRan 
to prepare to slash production at its molybdenum mine in 
Henderson, Colorado, by almost three quarters, from 37 
million pounds per year to 10 million by the time cutbacks 
are fully implemented in the first quarter of 2016.

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 11,521,920 8,532,212 7,632,872 -10.5% 50.3%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,372,575 1,797,086 1,456,575 -18.9% 110.8%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,022,400 2,192,316 1,670,683 -23.8% 47.8%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,498,088 1,779,396 2,493,052 40.1% 7.7%

Welded OCTG 1,955,555 1,485,821 895,976 -39.7% 72.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,408,172 1,055,457 995,395 -5.7% 81.6%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 527,797 373,419 367,385 -1.6% 58.8%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,052 360,124 317,437 -11.9% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 642,339 485,357 481,337 -0.8% 74.5%

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

http://www.msci.org
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Tubular Products
U.S. service center shipments of carbon pipe and tube 
bucked the trend by rising 1.8 percent in October from the 
prior month, according to MSCI data.  Most of the increase 
was due to structural tubing, and October shipments still 
represented a decline of (14.0) percent compared with 
October, 2014.  Year-to-date shipments by U.S. distributors 
were down (7.2) percent through 10 months compared with 
the first 10 months of last year.  Service center inventories 
of carbon pipe and tube at the end of October were at their 
lowest levels of the year, down (4.5) percent from a month 
earlier and (5.6) percent lower than a year ago. 

Line pipe prices fell for the 14th consecutive month in 
October.  According to Pipe Logix LLC, average spot prices 
for domestic line pipe averaged $1,642 per ton in October, 
down $54 per ton from the prior month, and the steepest 
month-on-month fall since February.  Seamless domestic 
line pipe slid to $2,220 per ton on average, down $90 per 
ton from September, and ERW product fell by $17 to $1,065 
per ton.  Line pipe imports declined an average $27 to $971 
per ton in October, with ERW logging the biggest hit with 
a $41 decline to $681 per ton.  Imported seamless line pipe 
dropped $39 to $1,260 per ton on average. 

The National Association of Steel Pipe Distributors 
(NASPD) index dropped to 33 in October from 35 in 
September, with half of line pipe distributors still expecting a 
sizeable oversupply during the next one to three months.

Imports of welded line pipe from South Korea and Turkey 
were hit with duties ranging from 2.53 percent on some 
Korean product to 152.2 percent on some Turkish shipments.  
Some U.S. producers expressed disappointment with the 
margins imposed by the U.S. Department of Commerce 
(DOC), although the energy tubulars market remains so grim 
it’s unlikely even higher tolls would make much difference. 

The Commerce Department has agreed to investigate 
circular-welded carbon steel pipe up to 16 inches in 
diameter from Oman, Pakistan, the Philippines, the United 
Arab Emirates and Vietnam as well as launch a subsidy 
probe into shipments from Pakistan.  The investigations 
were triggered by a petition from Bull Moose Tube, EXLTUBE, 
Western Tube & Conduit and Wheatland Tube.  They allege 
dumping margins ranging from 11.8 percent by Pakistan up 
to 113.18 percent for shipments from Vietnam.  The U.S. 
International Trade Commission (ITC) is expected to make 
preliminary injury determinations by December 14, 2015.

The USITC also voted in November to conduct 
investigations into Indian imports of welded stainless 
steel pressure pipe.  Its preliminary countervailing duty 
determinations are due on or about December 24, 2015, and 
its preliminary antidumping duty determination is expected 

on or about March 8, 2016.  Dumping margins of 32.06 
percent are alleged in a petition filed by Bristol Metals, Felker 
Brothers, Marcegaglia USA, and Outokumpu Stainless Pipe.

Canada puts duties on Chinese line pipe.  Canada has 
imposed preliminary anti-dumping and countervailing 
duties on imports of Chinese steel line pipe.  Margins 
ranging from 71.16 percent to 396.43 percent have been 
metered out for 2.375- to 24-inch carbon and alloy steel 
line pipe, according to the Canada Border Services Agency 
(CBSA).  Stainless steel and other pipe typically classified as 
standard or mechanical pipe were excluded from the trade 
investigation.  The Canadian International Trade Tribunal is 
scheduled to make a final injury determination by March 29, 
2016.  Evraz North America and Tenaris SA filed the petition 
against Chinese exporters.

Copper

How low will copper go?  It came as a psychological blow 
when copper prices dropped below $3.00/lb. a little over 
a year ago after rising to more than $4.50 in 2011.  Brace 
yourself as copper is thought to be “this close” to plunging 
below the $2.00 mark, hitting a low of a little under $2.02 
on November 23rd before rebounding a bit to $2.05 as the 
month neared its end.  Copper has lost around (30.0) percent 
this year, so far.  The rout is caused by rising production 
coupled with weak demand, especially from China, which 
consumes around 40.0 percent of the world’s copper.

So why are copper miners still digging?  A mini-rally in 
copper prices took place earlier this year, thanks in large 
measure to expectations of a global production deficit.  That 
proved illusory as global copper production is on track for an 
all-time high.  Why aren’t producers cutting back?  The main 
reason is that copper mining has too much momentum to be 
turned around on a dime.  The world’s major producers invest 
billions of dollars in new mining ventures, most of which 
use advanced technologies and techniques that make them 
more productive and profitable.  Some of the modern mines 
can profit with copper selling for under $2.00, and everyone 
wants to get in on the act in hopes of driving away higher 
cost competitors.  Thus, Goldman Sachs Group predicts a 
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global copper supply surplus of 2.2 percent this year.  A 
forecast by Barclays expects copper production to increase 
5.1 percent in 2016.

When will copper prices recover?  Absent a resurgent 
China, not anytime soon, says conventional wisdom.  A Credit 
Suisse analysis suggests that prices will remain under $3.00 
until 2019.  That may be too pessimistic.  Chinese demand is 
expected to stay soft at least through early March, following 
the economic doldrums that always accompany the Chinese 
New Year.  A clearer picture will emerge afterwards.  Also, 
although committed to projects underway, the major mining 
companies are cutting back on new mining ventures.  Prices 
also could be buoyed by supply disruptions, to which copper 
mines are notoriously vulnerable, ranging from natural 
disasters to labor strikes.  Some analysts view the current 
situation more as a correction than long-term trend.  They 
think mining cutbacks will eventually restore equilibrium 
to supply and demand with copper prices stabilizing and 
perhaps increasing by the middle of 2016.

Scrap
All scrap metal markets relevant to the PHCP-PVF 
industry are in the pits.  Scrap pricing trends are following 
the fortunes of carbon steel, stainless and copper markets 
in reaching multi-year lows.  Steel makers are hesitating to 
stock up on ferrous or stainless scrap as prices continue to 
drop, while copper product producers are also reluctant to 
load up even on ultra-cheap material.  Exports are feeling 
the pinch from China’s slowdown as well as a general global 
slump in manufacturing.  Many scrap traders are filing for 
bankruptcy.

A single bright spot for scrap dealers was a pickup in 
ferrous scrap purchases at respectable prices by Turkey, 

the leading ferrous export market for the U.S.  Starting 
in September, Turkey boosted its U.S. scrap purchases by 
nearly 164,000 tons compared with the previous month, 
according to American Metal Market (AMM). That amounted 
to 39.2 percent of all U.S. ferrous scrap exports in September 
versus 29.5 percent in August, according to data from the 
U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC).  Aggressive purchases 
followed through most of October and November.  Industry 
observers attribute it to recent Turkish legislation that makes 
it harder and more expensive to purchase Chinese raw steel, 
so they are turning to U.S. scrap instead.  However, the party 
might be over.  In late November, sources indicated Turkish 
scrap imports pretty much dried out.  Observers believe the 
Turks pulled back because they didn’t want to spur a pricing 
surge in ferrous scrap.

Plastics
PE producers tried to enact resin price increases in 
October but couldn’t succeed.  Prices for PE resins remained 
flat in October, while PVC prices dropped a penny a pound, 
according to Plastics Technology magazine.  PVC is widely 
expected to drop some more before year’s end, while 
observers think PE will remain essentially flat.  Resin buyers 
are benefitting from the freefall in the price of oil, which 
constitutes a basic ingredient for resin production.

The Producer Price Index for plastic pipe fell another (0.8) 
percent in October and is down (6.6) percent compared 
with October, 2014. 

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors saw a further sales 
decline in October of (10.7) percent on average, compared 
with October, 2014.  This followed a (5.4) percent drop the 
prior month, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse 
Report.  For the calendar year through October, sales were 
holding on to a 0.6 percent increase, and on a trailing 
12-month basis, sales were up 1.2 percent on average.  On 
average, ASA’s PVF distributors were sitting on 2.4 percent 
more inventory compared with October, 2014.

New construction starts in October advanced 13.0 
percent to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of $591.1 
billion, according to Dodge Data & Analytics.  The increase 
follows the lackluster performance for construction starts 
during August and September, when activity fell to the 
lowest levels reported so far in 2015.  Much of October’s gain 
was due to a 42.0 percent rebound by the notoriously volatile 
nonresidential building sector, with additional support 
coming from a moderate upturn for housing as the result of 
further strengthening by multifamily housing.  For the year 
through ten months, total construction starts were up 10.0 
percent.  Residential building value advanced 15.0 percent 

https://www.home.barclays/
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year-to-date, with multifamily housing up 19.0 percent and 
single family housing up 13.0 percent.

U.S. architecture firms reported another solid month of 
growth in October 2015.  The AIA’s Architecture Billings 
Index (ABI) was 53.1 for the month, demonstrating a solid 
increase in firm billings that was just below the 53.7 score for 
September.  New project inquiries, with a score of 58.5 for 
the month, as well as new design contracts at 51.7 point to 
healthy business conditions at architecture firms.  Any score 
above 50 signifies growth.  The ABI is thought to precede 
construction by 9-12 months.

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
September

2015
October

2015
% Change

% Change
October

2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 301.4 303.2 0.6 2.0

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 333.3 334.5       0.4 2.5

Ball valves 1149-0202 372.4 374.4 0.5 1.2

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 207.5 207.9 0.2 1.6

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 220.0 222.0 0.9 2.7

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 292.8 N/A N/A N/A

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 316.2 322.2 1.9 2.1

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 283.2 283.3 0.0 2.5

Automatic valves 1149-0211 170.2 172.6 1.4 1.8

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 221.7 215.9 -2.6 -14.7

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 84.0 81.4 -3.1 -16.5

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 90.4 90.2 -0.2 -9.0

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 97.9 95.7 -2.2       -9.1

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 292.1 292.4 0.1 -2.1

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 179.6 179.4 -0.1 -8.6

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 105.2 104.4       -0.8 -6.6

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 145.9 146.1 0.1 3.3

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.3 295.4 0.0 1.5

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 N/A 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 222.0 N/A 0.0

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.0 276.0 0.0 -0.3

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 173.8 173.8 0.0 0.7

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 351.4 351.4 0.0 1.9

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 333.6 333.6 0.0 3.5

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 220.9 220.9 0.0 0.9

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.9 98.9 0.0 1.3

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


