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Specialty Steel Producers Warn of Crisis 
Ahead
The Future of the Specialty Steel Industry in North America is 
a paper from the Specialty Steel Industry of North America 
(SSINA) warning against extensive outsourcing of product 
of crucial importance to our national defense and industrial 
economy, including specialty tubulars.  SSINA’s 14 member 
companies call on political leaders to enforce current trade 
laws to protect domestic producers of specialty metals.

”In a manner very similar to the loss of many other manufacturing 
industries in the U.S., and assuming disturbing trends that exist 
today continue virtually unabated into the future, the U.S., over 
an extended period of time, may gradually lose its domestic 
specialty metals manufacturing base, along with its leading edge 
position in metals technology,”  according to SSINA.  “Domestic 
manufacturing of these critical materials is needed in times of 
war… We cannot let this domestic capability move offshore.”  
Click here to read the entire paper.

Carbon Steel
U.S. service center steel shipments in November, 2014, 
increased by 1.5 percent from November, 2013, according 
to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  Steel product 
inventories increased 15.2 percent from the previous 
November.  At the current shipping rate, this represents an 
increase of 13.5 percent from a year ago. 

Flat-rolled steel prices continued to head downward 
as 2014 drew to a close amid lower raw material costs, 
high import volumes and a supply overhang.  AMM’s price 
assessment for hot-rolled coil (HRC) slipped to $610 per ton 
from $615 per ton previously, while cold-rolled prices dropped 
to $740 per ton from $745 per ton.  Iron ore prices stood at 
$69.37 per ton on December 11th, which was less than half the 
$139.08 recorded on the same day in 2013, according to the 
Iron Ore Index in AMM sister publication, Metal Bulletin.  Look 
for more of the same in 2015, according to market sources.

HRC prices dropped 11.0 percent in 2014, according to 
AMM, although they stabilized as the year drew to a close.  The 
main culprit is said to be lower oil prices, which are reducing 
demand for welded energy tubulars.

Global steel prices plunged to a five-year low in December, 
according to the London-based metals tracking firm MEPS.

U.S. steel imports dropped 18.2 percent in November 
versus the previous month, while finished steel product 
imports fell 16.3 percent, according to the American Iron & 
Steel Institute (AISI).  Nonetheless, year-to-date (YTD) total and 
finished steel imports were up 37.0 percent and 34.0 percent, 
respectively, compared to 2013.  Finished steel import market 
share was estimated at 29.0 percent in November and 28.0 
percent, YTD. 

U.S. steel mill exports dropped 2.3 percent in October from 
the previous month and 11.4 percent from October a year 
ago.  AISI explained the declines as owing to “a U.S. economy 
that appears to be growing stronger while much of the rest of the 
world continues to struggle, massive exports from China and the 
advantage that steel producers in many other countries have over 
domestic companies when competing on price.” 

World crude steel production rose by a slight 0.1 percent 
in November for the 65 countries reporting to the World 
Steel Association (WSA), compared to November, 2013.  U.S. 
production increased by 1.5 percent in the same period.  The 
crude steel capacity utilization ratio for the 65 countries in 
November, 2014, was 73.5 percent, 2.5 percentage points 
lower than November, 2013. 

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Stainless steel shipments by U.S. service centers dropped 
19.5 percent in November from the prior month but were 
up 2.1 percent from November, 2013, according to MSCI.  U.S. 
distributors’ shipments for the first 11 months of the year 
were up 6.9 percent from the same period in 2013.  Many 
distributors blamed seasonal factors for the November decline 
and expect a strong 2015 for the stainless market.  At the end 
of November, U.S. distributor inventories stood at 3.7 months’ 
supply compared with 3.4 months’ in November, 2013.

Look for stainless steel prices to rise in early 2015, says 
MEPS, thanks mainly to the strong U.S. economy.  “Nickel 
values are forecast to rise, moderately, in 2015.  In the longer 
term, global supply and demand for nickel is predicted to be in 
balance in 2015, with increasing year-on-year deficits thereafter 
as output from new nickel production facilities fails to match the 
growth in demand.”

Nickel prices got a boost in early December after an 
Indonesian court upheld a ban on nickel-ore exports, 
threatening to curb global supplies.  Indonesia was previously 
the number one nickel exporter.  By month’s end, however, 
nickel succumbed to the worldwide economic slump and was 
on a downward trend.  Nickel gained more than 50.0 percent 
between January and mid-May, as a series of supply shocks 
jolted the market before coming back to earth.  The LME 
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nickel cash price fell by more than 25.0 percent between early 
September and late October.

Global stainless steel production grew 5.0 percent in 3Q14 
compared to a year earlier but dropped 7.0 percent from the 
second quarter, according to the International Stainless Steel 
Forum (ISSF).  Global stainless steel production through nine 
months of 2014 was up 8.9 percent.  

Tubular Products
OCTG prices reached a two-year high in November but 
pricing was on a precipice as sharply dropping oil prices 
curtailed drilling activity in North America throughout 
December.  Pipe Logix pegged OCTG prices at an average of 
$1,786 per short ton in November, up slightly from $1,785 
the previous month and the seventh consecutive monthly 
increase to the highest level since September, 2012.  ERW 
product prices rose 0.4 percent to an average of $1,663 per 
ton, while seamless OCTG prices fell 0.2 percent to $1,909, the 
first decline since April.  The differential between imported 

and domestic OCTG grew to $170 per ton in November after 
shrinking to $132 per ton in October, according to Pipe Logix.

OCTG imports rose about 8.1 percent in November as oil 
producers look to cut costs with cheaper imports as oil prices 
plunge, according to AISI.  This despite a drop of 35.9 percent 
for South Korean imports following the imposition of duties on 
Korean OCTG imports.

South Korea is appealing duties to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). “The measures applied by the U.S. and 
the methodology used for calculation of prices and values are 
inconsistent with U.S. obligations under several provisions of the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and the anti-dumping 
agreement,” the South Korean government complains. 

Canada joined the U.S. in setting OCTG duties against 
nine countries.  Preliminary margins imposed by the Canada 
Border Services Agency range from 2.0 to 94.0 percent on 
OCTG shipped from India, Indonesia, the Philippines, South 
Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, Ukraine and Vietnam.  Two 
companies, Korea’s U.S-based Pan Meridian Tubular and 
Turkey’s Borusan Mannesmann Boru Sanayi ve Ticaret AS, 
escaped all duties.

Canada also will enact export restrictions on pipe and 
drilling technology to Russia pertaining to deep water 
oil exploration and production, arctic oil exploration and 
production as well as shale oil exploration and production.  
The action is in concert with several other western nations to 
punish Russia for its activities in Ukraine.

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

Annual & Year-To-Date Data (Jan. – Oct., 2014) 2013 YTD 2013 YTD 2014 % Change YTD % Change 2009-13

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 10,176,400 8,646,709 9,460,787 9.4% 35.0%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,094,839 1,709,746 1,957,180 9.3% 70.2%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 2,439,544 2,058,404 2,403,188 16.8% 11.1%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,582,873 2,211,869 2,016,200 -8.8% -1.7%

Welded OCTG 1,611,828 1,377,669 1,662,670 20.7% 212.0%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,327,029 1,119,886 1,164,000 3.9% 95.1%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 479,080 407,122 416,672 2.3% 5.9%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 404,674 347,416 404,591 16.5% 57.9%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 559,738 472,700 540,247 14.3% 69.1%

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

Copper stayed below $3/lb. throughout December, hitting 
a low of $2.87 on December 18th, some of the lowest values 
seen since 2010.  The LME copper price hit its 5-year low on 
December 29th at $6,230/ton before coming up a bit to $6,359 
on the last trading day of the year.  LME copper futures were 
down 18.0 percent in 2014.

Copper’s average LME cash price for November, 2014, was 
$6,701.13 per ton, down from the October, 2014, average of 
$6,739.20. The 2014 high and low copper prices through the 
end of November were $7,439.50 (on January 2) and $6,434.50 
per ton (on March 20), respectively.  The year-to-date average 
was $6,901.74 per ton. 

Global refined copper recorded a 3,000-ton deficit in 
September following two months of surplus, according to 
preliminary data from the International Copper Study Group 
(ICSG).  According to ICSG, refined copper consumption 
increased 4.6 percent in September from the previous month, 
while refined copper production inched up only 0.3 percent.  
Consumption in the first nine months of 2014 exceeded 
production by 578,000 tons compared with a 133,000-ton 
deficit in the same period of 2013. 

The ICSG forecasted a 390,000-ton surplus for the global 
refined copper market in 2015 after five, consecutive years of 
deficits.  Global refined copper production is expected to grow 

about 4.0 percent in 2015, while apparent demand is expected 
to increase 1.0 percent next year, according to ICSG.

An analyst foresees downward price pressure on copper 
as additional refined copper capacity is expected to flow 
into the supply chain through 2017.  “We see prices under 
some level of pressure from the supply side as projects begin 
to commission and go through their ramp-up phases,” AME 
Group Industry Director of Base Metals Andrew Jones stated 
during the Copper and Brass Servicenter Association’s Global 
Copper Market Outlook webinar.  He predicted the global 
copper market will be in surplus through 2016.

Not everyone agrees with that assessment.  Telis Mistakidis, 
head of Glencore’s copper department (the world’s third 
largest copper miner), said during an annual investor briefing 
in London, “People have been talking about this bearish scenario 
on copper and saying that there is going to be a surplus.  But every 
time we come toward the so-called glut, it kind of disappears.” 

Scrap
The ferrous scrap market was reported trading mostly 
sideways for the last couple of months.  One bright spot for 
traders was a boost in U.S. ferrous scrap exports in October, 
up 14.9 percent from the previous month and 1.5 percent 
higher than in October, 2013.  Exports for the year through 10 
months were down 17.6 percent, however. The strengthened 
U.S. dollar was cited as a big reason for the decline.  Ferrous 
scrap prices also are fighting extremely low iron ore and 
natural gas prices.

Stainless scrap prices were tumbling in line with nickel 
prices as 2014 drew to a close.  The LME’s three-month nickel 
contract closed the official session December 31st at $14,935, 
down from $16,720 per ton three weeks earlier. 

Copper scrap prices were also dropping as the Comex said 
goodbye to the $3.00/lb. plateau in December. 

Plastics
PVC resin prices remained flat through October following a 
2¢/lb. increase in September, according to Plastics Technology 
magazine.  PVC resin had risen by 11¢/lb. through 10 months 
of 2014, but an expert consulted by the magazine said the tide 
was turning and to look for a 2¢/lb. decline by year’s end due 
to projected improvement in ethylene supplies, the seasonal 
drop in PVC demand and increased competition from lower-
cost offshore PVC due to the drop in global oil prices.

PE contract prices dropped by 4¢/lb. in December for 
a cumulative price decrease of 7¢/lb. since November, 
the first decreases in two years, according to Plastics 
Technology.  The magazine’s expert said to look for another 
7¢/lb. decline in 1Q15. 

http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/copper/
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/copper/
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http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
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News of Note
Sales growth for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors slowed 
to 4.3 percent on average in November, although they are 
still enjoying a great year.  For the calendar year through 11 
months, industrial PVF sales were up an average 7.6 percent 
over the same period of 2013.  On a trailing 12-month basis, 
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors’ sales growth averaged 8.9 
percent, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report for 
November.  ASA’s PVF distributor inventories were 10.0 percent 
higher in November compared to the same month in 2013.

Growth slowed considerably in December for industrial 
distributors and manufacturers, according to the December 
ISA Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply 
Association.  The ISA Manufacturer Index decreased from 67.3 
in October to 53.0 in November, and the ISA Distributor Index 
declined from 66.7 to 63.0. For each index, a reading above 
50.0 indicates expansion, and both have been above 50.0 since 
December, 2012.

Nonresidential construction projects rose 13.0 percent in 
November buoyed by new manufacturing plants, according 
to Dodge Data & Analytics.  Residential building starts 
retreated 6.0 percent in November compared to October.  
Overall, new construction starts through the first 11 months 
of the year were up 7.0 percent from the same period last 
year.  “While residential building has decelerated in 2014 due to 
the pause (in) single-family housing, the nonresidential building 
sector has assumed the leading role in keeping the construction 

expansion going,”  Dodge Data chief economist Robert Murray 
said in a statement.

Architecture firm billings growth slowed in November 
to the lowest since the beginning of the second quarter of 
the year.  The AIA’s Architecture Billings Index score of 50.9 
dropped from 53.7 in October.  The share of firms reporting 
an increase in the value of new signed design contracts also 
decreased in November, although it still remains at a relatively 
high level overall.  However, some firms may be starting to see 
their backlog of work begin to stabilize. 

U.S. manufacturing output finally climbed past its 
prerecession peak in November, based on Federal Reserve 
data.  The previous high was achieved in December, 2007. 

About Jim Olsztynski
For over 35 years, Jim Olsztynski has covered the plumbing-
heating-cooling-piping and industrial and mechanical 
pipe-valves-fittings (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, titled:  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
October

2014
November

2014
% Change

% Change
November

2013

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 297.3 297.4 0.0 3.6

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 326.3 326.3 0.0 1.7

Ball valves 1149-0202 370.7 370.7 0.0 8.2

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 203.8 205.3 0.7 0.0

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 218.4 216.2 -1.0 1.6

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 N/A 286.7 N/A 3.1

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 315.5 314.7 -0.2 3.0

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 275.9 277.6 0.6 4.1

Automatic valves 1149-0211 169.6 169.5 -0.1 3.2

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 252.2 251.5 -0.3 -0.6

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 97.7 97.3 -0.4 0.4

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 98.6 98.6 0.0 1.1

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 105.3 106.5 1.1 7.3

Metal pipe fittings, flanges and unions 1149-0301 298.8 298.8 0.0 -1.2

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 195.2 195.7 0.3 -4.5

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 112.2 111.7 -0.4 5.5

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 141.4 141.1 -0.2 1.1

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 291.0 291.0 0.0 1.7

Vitreous china fixtures 1052 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 241.9 241.9 0.0 2.1

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 143.5 143.5 0.0 1.9

Miscellaneous brass goods 1054-0223 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 N/A 222.0 N/A 8.0

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.8 276.8 0.0 3.4

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 172.6 172.6 0.0 2.3

Steel heating boilers, all classes 1061-0112 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 344.9 344.8 0.0 1.7

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 322.4 322.4 0.0 0.9

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 219.0 218.9 0.0 2.2

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 97.6 97.6 0.0 1.0

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


