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Try Thawing This Chunk of Copper!
Many northern plumbers enjoy a heyday this time of year 
tending to frozen pipes, but it would take much more than their 
best efforts to thaw a chunk of copper that became the coldest 
object on Earth when researchers chilled it to 6 millikelvins, or 
six-thousandths of a degree above absolute zero.

This is the closest a substance of this mass and volume has 
ever come to absolute zero.  Researchers put the 880-lb. (400 
kilograms) copper cube inside a container, called a cryostat, 
that is specially designed to keep items super cold for a tricky 
scientific experiment, according to this article from Live Science

Scientists want to create a cryostat capable of detecting a 
rare phenomenon, called neutrino-less double-beta decay, 
at the ultra-sub-atomic level.  They hope the experiment 
will help explain why the universe contains so much more 
matter than antimatter and maybe reveal the exact mass 
of neutrinos, something that physicists have been trying to 
calculate for years.

But temperatures need to stay around 10 millikelvins to give 
the researchers any shot at observing the rare event.  Most 
ultra-low temperature experiments use liquid nitrogen or 
liquid helium, but those materials are expensive and could 
produce vibrations during the experiment that could prevent 
the detector from picking up the neutrinos.  Copper was 
deemed a better substitute – one more triumph for the 
valuable red metal!

Carbon Steel
Steel prices continue to be depressed, thanks to the global 
production glut coupled with sluggish economies almost 
everywhere except the U.S.  As of this writing, the markets 
are seeking a bottom, while domestic producers lower prices 
to counteract cheap imports.   Service center inventories are 
starting to build as distributors purchase cautiously awaiting 
prices to drop still further.

U.S. service center shipments did increase by 6.3 percent 
in December compared to the same month prior year and 
finished the year 4.2 percent higher than 2013, according to 
the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  However, steel 
product inventories increased 18.3 percent from December a 
year ago.

Steel import prices continue to plummet, thanks to all of the 
aforementioned factors mentioned plus a strong U.S. dollar.  
According to preliminary estimates by the American Iron and 
Steel Institute (AISI), market share of finished steel imports 
reached a record level of 28.0 percent in 2014, exceeding the 
26.0 percent recorded in 1998 and 2006.

World crude steel production inched ahead another 1.2 
percent in 2014 even amid sagging demand, according to 

the World Steel Association (WSA).  U.S. crude steel output 
increased by 1.7 percent last year.  According to AISI, 
global steel capacity now exceeds demand by more than 
25.0 percent.

Most integrated steel mills are teetering on the edge of 
break-even points or have fallen off the edge, according to 
American Metal Market (AMM).  Production cutbacks and layoffs 
are becoming the norm.

U.S. steel exports are feeling the pinch, naturally.  They 
were down nearly 6.0 percent in the first 11 months of last year 
compared with the same period of 2013, according to AISI.  
Europe’s slump was the primary reason, with European steel 
imports from the U.S. falling 38.0 percent in November. 

Iron ore prices continue to test new lows, approaching 
$60 a ton.  While this is helping steel producers cope with 
downward pricing pressure, it is symptomatic of underlying 
economic woes around the globe. 

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Stainless steel shipments by U.S. distributors were up 6.9 
percent from the prior year through 11 months of 2014, 
according to MSCI.  Prices were holding more or less steady, 
although a downward trend with nickel brought LME prices 
to below $15,000 a ton as January headed to a close.  That 
was the lowest level since January, 2014.  Stainless imports 
were reported at a high level and may have reached a record 
in December.

LME nickel prices were extremely volatile in 2014, 
beginning the year at a little under $14,000 a ton, and then 
soaring to an official high of $21,100 in mid-May when 
Indonesia announced its ban on raw material exports.  Markets 
have calmed down since and are on a gently sliding downward 
trend as of this writing.  Stainless distributors are concerned 
that plunging oil prices will hurt demand early in 2015.

Ferroalloy prices are starting to feel a pinch from 
production cutbacks by OCTG mills due to slumping oil prices.  
In mid-January, AMM reported high-carbon ferrochrome 
prices basically unchanged at $1.10 to $1.12 per pound, but 

http://www.livescience.com/2710-cold-world-works-459-degrees.html
http://www.livescience.com/48514-coldest-object-created.html
http://www.msci.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.worldsteel.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.steel.org
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/
http://www.amm.com
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0.10-percent-carbon material inched up to $2.10 to $2.12 per 
pound from $2.09 to $2.11, previously.  Ferrosilicon was selling 
in a range of 92 to 95 cents per pound, and ferrovanadium 
prices went from $11.50 to $12.30 per pound from $11.75 to 
$12.80, previously.

Tubular Products
The dramatic decline in oil prices has wreaked havoc on 
the OCTG market.  After seven consecutive months of gains, 
an index of distributor sentiment calculated by Pipe Logix 
dropped to 22 in January from a high of 74 in September.  It 
was the lowest level since Pipe Logix established the index in 
mid-2013.

On cue, average OCTG prices dropped 3.2 percent 
to $1,707 per short ton in January, the lowest in seven 
months.  ERW product lost 2.7 percent to $1,596 per ton and 
seamless OCTG fell 3.5 percent to $1,818 per ton, according 

to Pipe Logix.  The market research firm calculated the price 
differential between imported and domestic OCTG as rising to 
$285 per ton in January from $203 per ton in December and 
$170 in November. 

Line pipe prices followed OCTG downward.  The National 
Association of Steel Pipe Distributors (NASPD) saw its index drop 
all the way to 31 in December, the lowest level since the index 
began in May, 2013.  Average domestic line pipe prices fell for 
a fourth consecutive month in December to $1,956 per short 
ton, down 0.7 percent from the previous month, according 
to Pipe Logix.  Average domestic seamless line pipe prices fell 
0.5 percent to $2,579 per ton, while ERW line pipe slipped 1.0 
percent to $1,333 per ton.  Average import prices dropped 1.3 
percent to $1,262 per ton from November to December. 

U.S. Steel idled OCTG plants in Ohio and Texas, while 
Tenaris announced production cutbacks in OCTG operations 
in Arkansas, Texas and Canada.  For years, observers have been 
warning that the OCTG sector is overbuilt, and now, it’s time to 
pay the piper.

OCTG imports jumped 22.0 percent in 2014, according 
to AISI. 

The oil price slump and its reverberations will not last 
beyond the third quarter, according to popular industry 
economist Alan Beaulieu, speaking in January at MSCI’s 2015 
Tubular Products Division Conference in Palm Beach Gardens.  
He predicted oil to bottom out at $40-$45 a barrel.  “The 
U.S. economy is in a good place,” said Beaulieu.  While it may 
face headwinds this year, he predicted good years to follow 
through the first half of 2018.

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 10,176,400 8,440,825 10,479,580 11.0% 35.0%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,094,839 1,944,867 2,154,192 10.8% 70.2%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 2,439,544 2,277,002 2,737,310 20.2% 11.1%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,582,873 2,382,454 2,239,578 -6.0% -1.7%

Welded OCTG 1,611,828 1,151,474 1,797,516 18.9% 212.0%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,327,029 1,225,033 1,281,918 4.6% 95.1%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 479,080 438,202 464,570 6.0% 5.9%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 404,674 375,518 443,391 18.1% 57.9%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 559,738 514,815 589,250 14.5% 69.1%

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

http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com/
http://www.naspd.com/
http://www.naspd.com/
http://www.pipe-logix.com/
http://www.steel.org
http://itreconomics.com/why-itr
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Copper

How low can copper go?  That’s the question on a lot of 
minds as the red metal plunged below $2.50/lb. in late 
January, its lowest selling price since early 2009.  Copper prices 
fell 12.0 percent in the second half of 2014 and that much 
again in January.

The average LME cash price for copper was $5,485 per 
ton on January 28, compared with $6,423 in December.  The 
2014 high and low copper prices were $7,439.50 (on Jan. 2) 
and $6,306.00 (on Dec. 17).  LME copper prices fell about 16.0 
percent over the course of 2014.

The slump is largely due to a widely predicted global 
surplus of copper by traders and analysts.  The International 
Copper Study Group (ICSG) predicted that production of 
refined copper would exceed demand by 390,000 tons in 2015.  
That would mark the first surplus since 2009 and the largest 
since 2001.  ICSG forecasts the surplus to grow to 1.3 million 
tons through 2017.

Market mechanisms are likely to render that surplus 
imaginary as mine production gets cut, and new mining 
projects are put on hold due to low prices.  Many observers 
think copper is close to its bottom, and a rebound is imminent, 
or at least by the second half of 2014.  Although economic 
weakness in China and Europe are factors in copper’s slump, 
the depth of its price decline can partly be attributed to 

speculation.  Analysts from Citigroup said the chance of a 
global copper surplus in 2015 is “remote.”

Global copper production returned to a deficit of around 
40,000 metric tons in October, according to preliminary ICSG 
data, which is a 60,000-ton deficit when seasonally adjusted.  
Through 10 months of 2014, ICSG calculated a seasonally 
adjusted 532,000-ton deficit for refined copper, compared with 
56,000 tons for the same period in 2013.

Scrap
Ferrous scrap prices are moribund, and the strengthening 
U.S. dollar is making a rebound in the near term unlikely.  
Along with low iron ore tags and falling energy prices, this 
is helping domestic steel producers cope with overcapacity, 
to some extent.  Steel mill demand remains weak, however.  
Scrap prices typically head up in January, but that was seldom 
seen this year.

Steel mill fortunes are likely to rise because scrap prices 
will tumble more than steel, losing $70 per ton versus $40 for 
steel, according to Evan Kurtz, an analyst at New York-based 
Morgan Stanley Research.  One reason is that the strong U.S. 
dollar makes scrap less attractive to foreign mills.  “This should 
result in a glut of scrap in the U.S. pressuring domestic scrap prices 
lower,” Kurtz said.

Stainless scrap is also heading downward amid low demand 
and falling LME nickel prices. The latest AMM assessment of 
buying prices for 300-series grades have fallen across the 
board throughout January.

Copper scrap prices are easing but not as much as you’d 
think because many market participants hold tight waiting to 
see how far the red metal will drop and hoping for better deals 
down the road.

Plastics
The plunging price of oil is reverberating in plastics. 
Prices of the four main commodity resins dropped further 
in December and were all expected to decline by nearly 
equal amounts last month, according to Plastics Technology 
magazine.  PVC suppliers were said to be aiming for an 
increase in February, although insiders doubt they will be able 
to make it stick.

PE resin prices dropped by 7¢/lb. during 2014, with 
decreases of an additional 7-10¢ possible in this first quarter, 
say experts consulted by Plastics Technology.  Supplier 
inventories grew to their highest level in years.

PVC prices dropped 3¢/lb. in December following a 2¢ 
decrease in November, and further decline was expected last 
month.  Demand has slowed as buyers anticipate lower prices 
due to oil’s continuing plunge.
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http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/copper/
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.icsg.org
https://www.citibank.com/mss/products/commodities/base_metals.html
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.morganstanley.com/what-we-do/research/
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.ptonline.com/articles/commodity-resin-prices-still-dropping(2)


ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   5  © 2015 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

News of Note
After rising by double-digits for several months, sales 
growth came back to earth in November and December 
for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors, averaging 4.4 percent in 
December, 2014, compared with December, 2013. For the year 
and as a whole, ASA’s PVF distributors realized 4.5 percent 
more sales than in 2013, according to the association’s most 
recent Monthly Pulse Report.  ASA’s PVF distributor inventories 
were 10.0 percent higher in December compared to the same 
month in 2013.

PVF members of the Affiliated Distributors buying group 
reported similar sales growth last year with same-store 
revenues rising 5.0 percent in 2014.

Industrial distributors and manufacturers ended 2014 
on the upbeat. The January ISA Economic Indicator Report 
from the Industrial Supply Association (ISA) showed the ISA 
Manufacturer Index increased from 53.0 in November to 61.3 
in December, while the ISA Distributor Index rose from 63.0 in 
November to 66.6 in December.  Readings above 50.0 indicate 
expansion, while a reading below 50.0 indicates contraction.  
The Indexes have been above 50.0 since December, 2012.

Architecture firms ended 2014 on a positive note, as 
business conditions improved at firms in December.  The 
Architecture Billings Index (ABI) score of 52.2 for the month 
was up from 50.9 the previous month, indicating that more

firms reported improving business conditions in December 
than in November.  Any score over 50 indicates billings 
growth.  Excluding a brief two-month downturn early in the 
year, business conditions at architecture firms were positive 
throughout 2014.  The ABI is thought to precede construction 
by 9 to 12 months.

Industrial construction starts in the U.S., Canada and 
Mexico were up 11.0 percent compared with 2013, according 
to Industrial Info Resources.  Across the three countries, 
approximately 8,100 capital and maintenance projects kicked 
off in 2014.  The projects had a combined total investment 
value of more than $289.8 billion, representing a 27.0 percent 
increase in value from 2013.

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.

http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
http://www.adhq.com/industry/pvf
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
http://www.industrialinfo.com/
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
November

2014
December

2014
% Change

% Change
December

2013

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 297.4 297.4 0.0 3.2

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

Ball valves 1149-0202 370.7 370.5 -0.1 6.4

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 205.3 205.3 0.0 0.0

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 216.2 216.2 0.0 1.6

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 286.7 287.7 0.3 3.5

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 314.7 314.8 0.0 3.0

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 277.6 277.1 -0.2 3.4

Automatic valves 1149-0211 169.5 169.6 0.1 3.2

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 251.5 250.5 -0.4 -0.9

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 97.3 96.6 -0.7 0.2

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 98.6 98.6 0.0 0.8

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 106.5 103.8 -2.5 4.8

Metal pipe fittings, flanges and unions 1149-0301 298.8 298.9 0.0 -1.2

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 195.7 193.4 -1.2 -7.3

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 111.7 108.8 -2.6 2.8

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 141.1 141.7 0.4 1.5

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 222.0 222.0 N/A 8.0

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.8 276.8 0.0 3.2

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 1066-01 344.8 344.8 0.0 1.7

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 322.4 322.4 0.0 0.9

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

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 97.6 97.6 0.0 0.6

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


