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Laser-Clean Plumbing & Piping
Scientists at the University of Rochester have used lasers to 
transform metals into extremely water repellent, or “super-
hydrophobic,” materials without the need for temporary 
coatings.  Super-hydrophobic materials are desirable for a 
number of applications, such as rust prevention, anti-icing and 
sanitation.  Among the potential uses for sanitation are toilets 
that clean themselves with every flush.  This would be a boon 
to arid regions of the world where water is too scarce to use for 
cleaning toilet bowls.  Read more at Science Daily.

Carbon Steel
U.S. service center steel shipments in March varied little 
from prior year, declining only 0.1 percent, according to the 
Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  MSCI also reported that 
while steel product inventories increased 15.6 percent over 
March, 2014, they fell for the second month in a row, possibly 
indicating that steel prices are nearing a floor.  

Finished steel imports were up 8.6 percent in March over 
February, according to the American Iron and Steel Institute 
(AISI).  Year-to-date finished steel imports were up 35.0 percent 
versus 1Q2014.  Major products with significant YTD import 
increases compared to the same period last year include line 
pipe (up 107.0 percent) and standard pipe (up 50.0 percent).  
Finished steel import market share was an estimated 34.0 
percent in March and is estimated at 34.0 percent, YTD. 

Iron ore prices were on the rebound after hitting record 
lows at the beginning of April.  According to data provided by 
The Steel Index (TSI), benchmark prices at the week ending 
April 24 climbed above $57 a ton and more than 22.0 percent 
above record low prices at the beginning of the month.  It was 
the best percentage gain for any week since September, 2012.  
However, on the last trading day of April 30, iron ore slumped 
back to $56.20. 

Long-term predictions are still bearish for iron ore.  
Goldman Sachs recently slashed its 2015 to 2018 iron ore 
forecasts and is now predicting an average of $52 this year, 
falling to $44 next year and then $40 in 2017 and 2018.  
Standard & Poor’s Ratings Services (S&P) also cut its iron ore 

price forecast through 2017, predicting 62.0 percent metal 
content iron ore prices to average $45 per ton in China for the 
rest of 2015, $50 per ton in 2016 and $55 per ton in 2017.  The 
bearish forecasts are based on projections of robust supply 
coupled with softer demand growth from China.

Global crude steel production decreased 2.7 percent 
in March compared to March, 2014, for the 65 countries 
belonging to the World Steel Association (WSA).  The crude 
steel capacity utilization ratio for the 65 countries in March, 
2015, was 71.6 percent, four percentage points lower 
than March, 2014.  Compared to February, 2015, it was 1.8 
percentage points lower.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Nickel staged a rally in April, with three-month prices surging 
to a high of $13,845 a metric ton in late April, the highest since 
March 26, although still quite a bit off the $15,000 level where 
nickel began the year.  Analysts at Citibank said the rise came 
from reports a workers’ strike at the world’s second-largest 
mine, Colombia’s Cerro Matoso, will carry on for longer than 
expected.  However, nickel fell back to $13,290 on the last 
trading day of the month. Most analysts predict the recent rally 
to fizzle but resume later in the year, if demand from China 
picks up and the country’s refined nickel output falls.

Global stainless steel production rose 8.3 percent last 
year from 2013, according to the International Stainless Steel 
Forum (ISSF).  Production in the Americas shot up 14.6 percent, 
while China, the world’s largest stainless producer, boosted 
output by 14.3 percent.  The London-based metals tracking 
firm, MEPS, predicts that global stainless output will grow a 
further 3.4 percent this year, setting another record.

Ferroalloy prices and market activity also remain 
lackluster, according to American Metal Market (AMM). 
Silicomanganese and ferrovanadium were both reported to be 
tightening, although some suppliers were reporting an uptick 
as April progressed.

Global silicomanganese production declined 25.0 percent 
in January from January, 2014, while consumption dropped 
26.4 percent in the same comparison, according to the 
International Manganese Institute (IMI).  Global capacity 

http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2015/01/150120111240.htm
http://www.msci.org
http://www.steel.org/
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https://www.thesteelindex.com/
http://www.goldmansachs.com/index.html
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http://www.imiweb.org/
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utilization for silicomanganese fell to 36.0 percent from 43.0 
percent in January, 2014.

Global high-carbon ferromanganese saw a 3.2 percent 
gain in the same period, according to IMI.  Global high-carbon 
ferromanganese capacity utilization was at 70.0 percent in 
January, up from 68.0 percent a year earlier.

Tubular Products
Low energy prices are leading to a slaughter for OCTG 
producers and distributors.  The U.S. drill rig count tumbled 
below the 1,000 mark for the first time in more than five and a 
half years, reaching 932 for the week ending April 24, a drop of 
929 from the same period last year, according to Baker Hughes.  
Canadian rigs fell to a mere 79, down 89 from a year ago.

Energy tubular prices naturally have tumbled off a cliff 
as a result.  Average prices for domestic line pipe dropped 
in March for the seventh consecutive month.  They slipped 
another 1.7 percent in March to $1,856 per short ton, 
according to data from Pipe Logix LLC.  Seamless product fell 
1.6 percent to $2,484 per ton, and ERW material slipped 2.0 
percent to $1,229 per ton.  Average import prices for line pipe 
also fell 3.9 percent to $1,166 per ton in March from February.  
Imported seamless line pipe dropped 4.7 percent to $1,456 per 
ton, and ERW lost 2.6 percent to $875.

Distributor sentiment actually ticked up a bit in March, 
as measured by the National Association of Steel Pipe 
Distributors’ Index, which rose to 23 from 22 in February.  
Putting it into perspective, though, the Index topped out at 67 
in mid-2014.

OCTG mill cutbacks and closings continued to be the sign 
of the times amid the slaughter, thanks also to a glut of supply 
when producers went on a factory-building binge during the 
heady days of recent years.  The latest news included Tenaris 
suspending operations at its 400,000-ton-per-year welded 
energy tubular mill in Calgary, Alberta, and Northwest Pipe 
Co. curtailing production at its welded pipe mill in Atchison, 
Kansas.  Northwest has not shut the mill and will continue to 
produce orders as they are received, but “to-order” production is 
the order of the day for the plant.  Also, Wexford, Pennsylvania-
based PTC Seamless Tube Corp. has filed for Chapter 11 
bankruptcy protection.  The company blamed non-performance 
of a mechanical contractor working on its plant in Hopkinsville, 
Kentucky, for its plight rather than market conditions.

The U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) voted 
unanimously in a five-year sunset review to retain anti-
dumping duties on OCTG imports from China.  The duties 
range from 32.07 percent to 99.14 percent with countervailing 
duties ranging from 10.49 percent to 15.78 percent.

Copper
Copper prices rose to their highest level in more than 
a month on April 30, closing on the Comex at $2.89, after 
spending most of April more or less sideways.  On the LME, 
copper prices have rebounded to a little over $6,000 a ton 
from lows just a little above $5,000 a ton.  Still, copper remains 
around 40.0 percent lower than highs reached in 2011.  On the 
other hand, they are up about 12.0 percent from five-year lows 
reached in January.

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 11,528,970 1,655,420 2,395,154 44.7% 50.4%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,371,161 316,725 426,047 34.5% 110.6%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,023,456 421,642 683,868 62.2% 47.9%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,502,215 310,010 552,392 78.2% 7.9%

Welded OCTG 1,956,935 336,446 464,091 37.9% 72.6%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,402,046 216,727 242,985 12.1% 80.8%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 529,239 70,259 103,593 47.4% 59.2%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,113 59,372 76,269 28.5% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 643,716 98,015 104,767 6.9% 74.9%

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

http://www.imiweb.org/
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.naspd.com/
http://www.naspd.com/
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/copper/
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What the future holds for copper is anyone’s guess.  The 
annual World Copper Conference was held in Chile in mid-
April and found the world’s leading copper experts differing 
on whether global copper demand will again exceed 
supply, thereby sending prices skyward.  Earlier this year, 
the authoritative International Copper Study Group (ICSG) 
forecasted a 390,000-ton surplus for the global refined copper 
market in 2015 after five consecutive years of deficits.  Since 
then, various troubles have developed to keep expected 
new copper mines from producing, which casts doubt on 
this year’s surplus.  A Rio Tinto executive at the World Copper 
Conference said that won’t happen until 2017, at the earliest, 
and a Goldman Sachs analyst predicted a real down year for 
copper in 2015.  China’s economy holds the key, many say.  If 
its growth picks up, copper may be in short supply, but there’s 
no sign of that happening anytime soon.

BMO Capital Markets Corp. predicts copper prices to 
average around $2.70 a pound for the remainder of 2015.  
Previously, it forecasted a range of $3.05 to $3.15.  Most analysts 
are on record as predicting a sluggish year for the red metal.

Long-term, various analysts expect copper to hit $4.50 to 
$5.00 a pound within several years, although few are defining 
exactly what they mean by “several.”

Alan Beaulieu of ITR EconomicsTM predicted that rising 
demand will raise copper prices by the end of this year and 
into 2016.  “You don’t feel it now, but know that there will be 

more demand pull for copper,” he said in speaking to the Copper 
and Brass Servicenter Association’s 64th annual conference in 
San Antonio last month.

ICSG’s latest projection is for copper supply to exceed 
demand by 365,000 metric tons this year and by 230,000 tons 
in 2016.  That’s lower than its last projection of a 390,000-ton 
surplus.  After increasing by 7.0 percent in 2014, world refined 
copper production in 2015 is expected to increase by around 
4.0 percent year-on-year.

Scrap
Ferrous scrap exports have come to a halt.  AMM reported 
on April 29 that no West Coast cargoes had been booked in 
over a month, and two weeks had passed since the last East 
Coast shipment.  Lack of demand was cited, though labor 
disputes may have come into play as well.

Labor disputes at West Coast ports have hurt U.S. scrap 
exports.  Scrap exports totaled $23 billion in 2013, accounting 
for 30.0 to 40.0 percent of the industry’s total revenue, 
according to the International Scrap Recycling Institute (ISRI).  
ISRI says that $8 billion of that total were shipped out of West 
Coast ports.

The stainless steel scrap market remains largely subdued, 
thanks to slack demand and sluggish nickel prices.

China’s economic malaise has sent its imports of copper 
scrap sharply downward.  AMM reported that China’s copper 
scrap imports in February were down nearly 39.0 percent from 
the previous month and 24.7 percent lower than a year earlier, 
citing Chinese customs data.  China’s copper scrap imports were 
down 13.4 percent cumulatively after two months in 2015.

Plastics
PE and PVC prices are heading up, according to experts 
consulted by Plastics Technology magazine.  Polyethylene 
prices held steady through March and April, and then suppliers 
issued price hikes of 5¢/lb. for May 1, which are believed likely 
to hold. 

PVC prices were flat in March, but suppliers were pushing 
hard to get that month’s 3¢/lb. increase implemented early 
in April, with an additional 3¢/lb. increase also on the table.  
Maintenance outages at production facilities led to shortages 
and upward price pressure.

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors saw sales increase year-
over-year in March for the first time in 2015, rising an average 
of 3.0 percent compared with March, 2014.  It was enough to 
bring the first quarter into positive territory, with sales rising 
2.2 percent over 1Q2014.  On a trailing 12-month basis sales 
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were up 8.2 percent on average, according to the association’s 
Monthly Pulse Report for March, 2015.  ASA’s PVF distributor 
inventories were up an average 6.6 percent compared with 
February, 2014.

March witnessed accelerating growth in the April ISA 
Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply 
Association (ISA).  The ISA Distributor Index rose from 63.4 
in February to 66.8 in March, while the Manufacturer Index 
slipped slightly from 62.5 in February to 62.2 in March.  It was 
the third straight month of growth for ISA Distributors. 

The US economy will grow through 2015 and 2016, but 
industrial production may lag due to the strength of the 
U.S. dollar, weakness outside of North America and oil patch 
woes owing to low prices.  So says the April, 2015, installment 
of the ASA Advisor©, a monthly forecast report prepared by 
economists at ITR EconomicsTM. 

Billings at U.S. architecture firms showed gains in March 
after disappointing results in January and February.  The 
national Architecture Billings Index score for the month was 

51.7, up from 50.4 in February.  Inquiries for new project 
activity showed a healthy gain, while the index score for new 
design contracts rebounded to 52.3 after reporting no gain 
with a 50.0 score in February.  Institutional activity continues 
to recover at a very healthy pace.  The ABI for institutional firms 
was 53.2 for March, and was the tenth consecutive month of 
growth for this sector.

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.isapartners.org/business-education-resources/economic-and-market-reports/economic-indicator-report
http://www.isapartners.org/business-education-resources/economic-and-market-reports/economic-indicator-report
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Forecasts
http://www.itreconomics.com/
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
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
February

2015
March
2015

% Change
% Change

March
2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 298.2 300.1 0.6 1.1

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 328.1 330.7 0.8 1.8

Ball valves 1149-0202 368.3 373.8 1.5 0.6

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 205.7 205.7 0.0 -1.5

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 217.3 217.3 0.0 2.1

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 290.3 N/A N/A N/A

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 314.9 316.3 0.4 2.4

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 280.0 280.4 0.1 3.1

Automatic valves 1149-0211 169.6 170.2 0.4 3.0

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 248.9 244.6 -1.7 -3.1

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 97.4 96.0 -1.4 -0.4

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 100.0 99.7 -0.3 -0.2

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 98.6 100.6 2.0 -0.4

Metal pipe fittings, flanges and unions 1149-0301 299.1 294.7 -1.5 -2.3

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 185.1 188.3 1.7 -5.7

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 109.4 108.4 -0.9 -3.7

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 145.1 145.1 0.0 1.8

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

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

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 246.3 245.8 -0.2 1.6

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 146.3 147.6 0.9 2.9

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 5.0

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.8 274.8 -0.7 1.7

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 172.6 170.9 -1.0 1.2

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 97.9 97.9 0.0 0.7

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


