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Backlash Forces China to Capitulate on 
Rare Earths
For the last decade, China has imposed quotas on the export 
of strategically important rare earth metals, sparking trade 
disputes around the globe.  Then at the turn of this year, China 
dropped its limitations.

China responded to good old-fashioned market economics.  
Scarcity of rare earths spurred other countries to search harder 
and develop their own resources rather than rely on China, 
which according to The Wall Street Journal, had been supplying 
93.0 percent of global rare earths and driving up their prices.  
That share has dropped to 86.0 percent, and prices have fallen 
by one-third.

I don’t know how much this factored into China’s decision, 
but a recent estimate from the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) 
indicates as much as $1 trillion worth of rare earth minerals 
may lay under Afghanistan’s soil (along with 60 million tons 
of copper) waiting to be exploited, if and when tensions and 
conflicts cool down.  Even farther afield and as reported in 
the June, 2014, installment of this digest, some visionaries 
are thinking about space mining rare earth minerals from 
asteroids.

Once again, Joseph Smith’s invisible hand manifests itself on a 
global scale. 

Carbon Steel
Prices of hot-rolled coil prices have fallen below $500 
per ton for the first time since August, 2009, according to an 
American Metal Market (AMM) assessment. F actors include 
a strong U.S. dollar, high import volumes, high inventories 
and buyers standing by waiting for prices to fall still further.  
Industry players are divided as to whether the bottom has 
been reached or prices will continue to drop.

The average global steel price has dropped 17.7 percent 
over the last 12 months, according to MEPS (international), 
Ltd., a London-based, independent supplier of steel market 
steel information.

In January, 2015, U.S. service center steel shipments 
decreased by 3.4 percent from January, 2014, according 
to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  Steel product 
inventories increased 16.4 percent from January a year ago.

U.S. steel mills enjoyed a 3.0 percent increase in shipments 
in 2014 compared with the prior year, according to the 
American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI). 

AISI reported steel import permit applications for January 
were up 20.0 percent from December.  Import permit 
tonnage for finished steel in January was up 15.0 percent 
from December.  The estimated finished steel import market 

share in January was 32.0 percent.  Finished steel imports with 
large increases in January included oil country goods (up 60.0 
percent), line pipe (up 35.0 percent) and standard pipe (up 
33.0 percent).

World crude steel production decreased 2.9 percent in 
January compared to January, 2014, for the 65 countries 
reporting to the World Steel Association (worldsteel).  Global 
capacity utilization in January, 2015, was 72.5 percent, which is 
4.4 percentage points lower than January, 2014.  The U.S. steel 
capacity utilization rate was averaging 76.5 percent for the 
year as of mid-February, according to AISI.

Chinese exports of steel products reached an all-time high 
last year of almost 94 million tons, according to MEPS. That 
was more than 50.0 percent higher than the previous year. “To 
put the latest figures into context, Chinese steel exports in 2014 
were equivalent to 90 percent of the total output from the world’s 
second largest producing nation - Japan - over the same period,” 
according to MEPS.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Domestic primary stainless prices fell in February compared 
to the previous month, “largely in line with declining raw 
material surcharges,” according to AMM.  LME nickel prices 
were in free-fall throughout the month.  After hitting a high of 
almost $15,400/ton on February 2nd, nickel had dipped below 
$14,000 before rising slightly to $14,065 on the last trading day 
of the month.

Meanwhile, U.S. stainless imports were up 65.0 percent 
in January from the previous month, according to AMM.  
Stainless steel imports from China were set to increase 66.7 
percent in January.

Total global stainless steel production for 2014 is estimated 
to have reached an all-time high of 41 million tons, according 
to MEPS.  This exceeds the previous record mark, set in 2013, 
by 7.6 percent.  MEPS predicts that worldwide output will 
increase further by 4.9 percent in 2015.

Global nickel production will shift from surplus to deficit 
in 2015, predicts Brazil’s Vale SA, the world’s largest nickel 
producer in 2014.  If so, look for prices to go up.

file:///Volumes/Marlon/Projects/Customer%20Files/ASA%20-%20American%20Supply%20Association/ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest/15-479%20ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest%20March%202015/Customer%20docs/U.S.%20Pipe%20&%20Tube%20Imports
http://www.livescience.com/47682-rare-earth-minerals-found-under-afghanistan.html
http://www.amm.com
http://www.meps.co.uk/viewpoint215.htm
http://www.meps.co.uk/viewpoint215.htm
http://www.msci.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.worldsteel.org/media-centre/press-releases/2015/January-2015-crude-steel-production-for-the-65-countries-reporting-to-worldsteel.html
http://www.steel.org/
http://www.meps.co.uk
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.meps.co.uk
http://www.vale.com/brasil/en/Pages/default.aspx


ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   3  © 2015 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

Molybdenum and ferrovanadium spot prices are dropping 
to levels not seen in years.  AMM attributes much of the fall 
to precipitous decline in the price of molybdic oxide to lows 
not seen since 2004.  Ferromolybdenum was selling at 2009 
levels while ferrovanadium spot prices were down to 2010 
levels.  Most observers think prices are nearing a floor and 
expect them to rebound by April.

Global production of molybdenum increased to 150.3 
million pounds for 3Q14, up 5.0 percent from the previous 
quarter and 11.0 percent higher compared with the same 
period in 2013, according to the International Molybdenum 
Association (IMOA).  Global use of molybdenum in 3Q14 was 
down 3.0 percent from the previous quarter and 1.0 percent 
lower than 3Q13.  China remained the biggest user, although 
its usage was 10.0 percent less than in the same quarter in 
2013.  Usage in the U.S. increased by 3.0 percent from 2Q14.

Both high- and low-carbon ferrochrome spot pricing 
were down slightly in February amid thin trading activity, 
according to AMM. 

Tubular Products
Carbon steel pipe was among 11 construction materials/
equipment declining in cost that led the IHS PEG Engineering 
and Construction Cost Index (ECCI) to a record low of 39.6 
percent, down from 47.2 percent in January, and the softest 
reading on record.

Low oil prices have driven down demand and pricing for 
energy tubulars.  Average OCTG selling prices by distributors 
dropped to $1,631 per short ton in February, down 4.5 
percent from the prior month and the lowest level in 10 
months, according to Pipe Logix.  ERW products sank to a 
nine-month low of $1,522 per ton, down 4.6 percent from 
January, while seamless OCTG hit a one-year low of $1,739 per 
ton, off 4.3 percent.

OCTG prices are expected to fall by 37.0 percent in 2015, 
in line with a 40.0 decline in drilling rigs.  That’s the message 
conveyed by Pipe Logix editor Kurt Minnich in speaking to the 
40th National Association of Steel Pipe Distributors (NASPD) 
convention in San Antonio in February.  He expected line pipe 
to hold up somewhat better.  “Line pipe is a little more project-
driven, and it has a small time-lag with what’s going on in oil and 
gas pricing and the rig count,” Minnich said.

Overbuilt OCTG plants continue to suffer the effects of low 
oil prices and consequent reduced drilling activity.  Vallourec 
Star was planning a three-week shutdown at its Youngstown, 
Ohio, energy tubular plant in mid-February and a 50.0 percent 
overall cutback in its North American OCTG operations.  This 
follows on the heels of previously reported OCTG production 
cutbacks by Evraz North America, Tenaris and U.S. Steel.  Also, 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 10,176,400 10,176,400 11,528,970 13.3% 35.0%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,094,839 2,094,839 2,371,161 13.2% 70.2%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 2,439,544 2,439,544 3,023,456 23.9% 11.1%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,582,873 2,582,873 2,502,215 -3.1% -1.7%

Welded OCTG 1,611,828 1,611,828 1,956,935 21.4% 212.0%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,327,029 1,327,029 1,402,046 5.7% 95.1%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 479,080 479,080 529,239 10.5% 5.9%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 404,674 404,674 482,113 19.1% 57.9%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 559,738 559,738 643,716 15.0% 69.1%

Source: U.S. International Trade Commission / U.S. Department of Commerce
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Tejas Tubular Products announced a delay of nine months to 
a year for its planned energy tubular mill in Nebraska, while 
Tenaris has slowed construction of its $1.5 billion OCTG plant 
in Bay City, Texas.  Start-up is now expected in 2017 rather than 
mid-2016 as originally projected.

Borusan Mannesmann Pipe U.S. is bucking that trend by 
staying the course with its new energy tubular mill in Baytown, 
Texas, according to AMM.  The Turkish subsidiary has been 
operating the plant since August.

Domestic OCTG producers are also getting slammed by 
a surge in imports, which reached their highest level in 
five years in January, according to the Steel Manufacturers 
Association (SMA).  That included a whopping 230,697 tons 
of OCTG materials from South Korea, higher than any month 
in 2014 despite hefty duties placed against South Korea 
and eight other countries.  South Korea is appealing those 
penalties to the World Trade Organization (WTO), which 
may help explain the surge.  Other trade cases by U.S. steel 
producers are said to be brewing. 

The price differential between imported and domestic 
OCTG fell to $256 per ton in February, down from $285 a 
month earlier, according to Pipe Logix.

Copper

Copper prices spent most of February rebounding from 
a January 29th low that saw the red metal fall below $2.50 
on the Comex, a level not seen in five years.  Comex copper 
hit a February high of $2.72 on the final trading day of the 
month.  Analysts are divided on whether prices will continue 
to rebound or fall back.  Bears put their bets on a widely 
predicted excess of global copper supply in 2015, the first 
surplus since 2009.  Bulls tend to think copper’s slump owes 
mostly to speculators who, by definition, will try to sell high.  

The International Copper Study Group (ICSG) said refined 
copper was 524,000 tons in deficit (seasonally adjusted) 
globally through the first 11 months of 2014.  This compared 
with a seasonally adjusted deficit of 147,000 tons for the same 

period of 2013.  In the first 11 months of 2014, world usage is 
estimated to have increased by around 10.0 percent compared 
with the same period of 2013, while world refined production 
is estimated to have increased by around 8.0 percent in the 
same period.  The average world refinery capacity utilization 
rate for the first 11 months of 2014 increased to 83.0 percent 
from 79.5 percent in the same period of 2013. 

The average LME cash price for January 2015 was 
$5,815.83 per ton, down from the December, 2014, average 
of $6,422.95, according to ICSG.  The 2015 high and low copper 
prices through the end of January were $6,309.00 (on January 
2nd) and $5,390.50 per ton (on January 29th).  The year-to-date 
average was $5,815.83.

Copper should rise to $3.27 a pound by the end of 2015 
and shoot up to $3.63 a year later, according to a commodities 
researcher at Great Britain’s Capital Economics Ltd.  The 
projection was based on an expected global supply deficit of 
copper and steady demand. 

Copper demand will get a boost from the shale fracking 
revolution, says the Copper and Brass Servicenter Association 
(CBSA).  The group reasons that increased domestic oil and 
gas production will create a need for more gas treatment and 
processing infrastructure in the northeastern United States.  
“Opportunities for copper demand for these systems include 
valves, stems, seals and heat transfer applications,” according to 
its February market trend report. 

Scrap
An oversupply of prime scrap metal has held down prices 
and will take as long as three months to work its way out of 
the system, according to AMM.  The ferrous market suffered 
greatly during 2014 and will likely continue to face challenges 
in 2015 - dropping by as much as $100 a ton for some grades.  
Steelmakers are cheering the relief amid various other difficulties, 
but it’s not enough to compensate for steep drops in demand for 
OCTG and other products, coupled with surging imports.
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Midwest prime scrap prices in February suffered their worst 
decline since the 2008 downturn, falling between $100 and 
$110 per gross ton, according to AMM’s Midwest Scrap Index.  
Shredded scrap dropped 25.4 percent from January, while the 
index for No. 1 heavy melt settled fell 27.3 percent.  Busheling 
recorded the biggest drop, down 29.2 percent from January. 

Stainless scrap pricing also has fallen off a cliff despite fairly 
healthy demand.  The Bureau of International Recycling (BIR) 
attributes this to falling nickel, iron and ferrochrome prices 
early in the year.  BIR warns that the price slump may result in 
lower availability of stainless scrap in the months ahead.

Copper scrap got a boost from the woes of ferrous scrap in 
mid-February as scrap dealers sought to maintain cash flow 
from higher value copper.  But as the month drew toward a 
close, the large flow of material into the market put downward 
price pressure on red metal scrap.

The U.S. scrap recycling industry earned nearly $43 
billion in 2014, according to the Institute of Scrap Recycling 
Industries (ISRI).  U.S. scrap exports were valued at $23.7 billion 
in 2014, with ferrous scrap exports totaling 17.3 million tons, 
aluminum scrap exports 1.9 million tons and copper scrap 
exports 1.2 million tons.  Nickel, stainless steel and alloy scrap 
exports totaled 1.2 million tons.

Plastics
All commodity resins dropped in price in January, with 
more declines apparent during February, according to Plastics 
Technology magazine.  However, its experts predicted that the 
slide was about to end as global feedstock and resin prices 
appear to be bottoming out.

PE prices dropped another 4¢/lb. in January, bringing the 
total decline in two months to 11¢/lb.  Further decrease was 
expected for February and March.  A pickup was expected as 
oil prices firm up.

PVC resin prices fell 2¢/lb. in January, following a 5¢ drop 
in the last two months of 2014.  PVC suppliers announced two 
3¢/lb. price hikes for February and March, but experts doubt 
they will stick and raised the possibility of further decline in 
PVC prices.  Much will depend on the construction market as 
weather improves and prime building season begins.

News of Note

ASA’s industrial PVF distributors suffered a sluggish start to 

2015, with sales declining an average 1.0 percent in January, 

2015, compared with January, 2014. On a trailing 12-month 

basis, they were still up 5.7 percent following a healthy 2014 

as a whole, according to the association’s most recent Monthly 

Pulse Report.  ASA’s PVF distributor inventories were up an 

average of 1.5 percent compared with January, 2014.

Billings at architecture firms declined modestly in January, 

as the Architecture Billings Index (ABI) score fell to 49.9 (a score 

below 50 indicates a decrease in billings).  While this was the 

first decline in firm billings in nearly a year, it is small enough 

to suggest this is more likely a blip than a trend.  Inquiries 

into new work remained strong, and more firms reported an 

increase in the value of signed design contracts in January 

following a brief slowdown in December.

Plans for nonresidential building suffered a 4.8 percent 

decline in January from December, according to Dodge Data 

& Analytics. The Dodge momentum index, which measures 

initial reports of nonresidential building project planning and 

typically trails spending by about a year, jumped 11.7 percent 

in the fourth quarter.  The index was still up 5.8 percent over 

January, 2014. 

About Jim Olsztynski
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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
December

2014
January

2015
% Change

% Change
January

2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 297.4 297.4 0.0 2.1

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 326.3 326.5 0.1 1.5

Ball valves 1149-0202 370.5 367.2 -0.9 1.1

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 205.3 205.7 0.2 -0.5

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 216.2 217.7 0.7 2.3

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 287.7 290.3 0.9 4.4

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 314.8 314.9 0.0 2.0

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 277.1 278.6 0.5 2.7

Automatic valves 1149-0211 169.6 169.6 0.0 3.1

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 250.5 250.9 0.2 -1.1

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 96.6 97.4 0.8 0.9

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 98.6 100.2 1.6 0.3

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 103.8 99.7 -3.9 0.3

Metal pipe fittings, flanges and unions 1149-0301 298.9 300.4 0.5 -0.9

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 193.4 182.5 -5.6 -12.8

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 108.8 107.7 -1.0 0.1

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 141.7 141.7 0.0 0.6

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 291.0 294.6 1.2 2.9

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

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 241.9 241.9 0.0 2.0

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 143.5 146.5 2.1 4.0

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

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 222.0 222.0 0.0 8.0

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.8 276.8 0.0 2.6

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 98.1 0.5 1.4

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


