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Truckers Suffer Astonishing Driver 
Turnover
Those of us associated with the PHCP-PVF industry have been 
bombarded with news about the dire shortage of plumbers, 
fitters and other skilled trade workers.  Similar shortages also 
plague long-distance truckers.  On April 1st, the American 
Trucking Association (ATA) released an estimate stating 
demand outpaces supply by between 35,000 to 40,000 drivers, 
which it attributes to growing freight volumes, regulatory 
pressures and normal attrition.

ATA Chief Economist Bob Costello recently cited a statistic that 
caused this editor to stop and read over and over, thinking it 
must be a typo.  But no matter how many times, the ATA press 
release reports that driver turnover at large truckload fleets 
registered 96.0 percent in last year’s fourth quarter and 95.0 
percent for the year as a whole.  That was actually a decline of 
1.0 percent from the previous year. 

Yikes!  Trucking companies have responded by boosting pay 
and offering bonuses, but they appear to have a long way to 
go to convince people to take on these grueling jobs made 
increasingly unpleasant by more and more government 
regulations.  Look for long-distance shipping costs to continue 
to rise. 

The turnover rate at less-than-truckload fleets was much lower:  
10.0 percent in the fourth quarter, down from 13.0 percent 
in the previous quarter.  For all of 2014, the turnover rate was 
11.0 percent and unchanged from the year before.

Carbon Steel
U.S. service center shipments of steel products decreased 
12.6 percent in May compared to a year ago.  Steel product 
inventories increased 11.0 percent over May, 2014, according 
to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  At the current 
shipping rate, this represents 2.8 months’ of supply in 
inventory. 

Look for steel prices to move higher, Morgan Stanley Equity 
Research analyst Evan Kurtz told American Metal Market (AMM) 
in an interview on June 23rd.  He cited inventory destocking, 
underlying demand and new trade laws at putting upward 

pressure on markets as the year proceeds.  Domestic steel 
prices are artificially low, he contends.

Iron ore prices have been staging a rally since April, rising 
to more than $62/ton as June drew to a close, up from below 
$50/ton at its April low.  Most experts say that is about to end, 
citing increases in supply.  Citi Research has forecast iron ore to 
sink below $40/ton by the fourth quarter and remain around 
$40 throughout 2016 and 2017.  Another analyst, Wolfe 
Research, foresees an iron ore oversupply of 183 million tons 
this year, more than triple the 52 million ton surplus of 2014. 

World crude steel production decreased 2.1 percent in May 
compared to May, 2014, for the 65 countries reporting to the 
World Steel Association (WSA) . China’s crude steel production 
declined 1.7 percent in May, while U.S. steel producers backed 
up -8.5 percent compared to May, 2014.  The crude steel 
capacity utilization ratio for the 65 countries in May, 2015, was 
72.1%, which was 3.4 percentage points lower than May, 2014.

Global steel capacity exceeds demand by some 553 million 
metric tons.  That’s enough to build 10,000 aircraft carriers.  As 
a result, the price of hot-rolled coil (HRC) is down 44.0 percent 
since March, 2012, The Wall Street Journal reported on June 1st.

U.S. finished steel imports dropped 7.2 percent in May 
from April, based on preliminary U.S. Census Bureau data 
reported by the American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI).  Year-
to-date, finished steel imports were up 20.0 percent vs. the 
same period in 2014.  Finished steel import market share was 
an estimated 29.0 percent in May and is estimated at 32.0 
percent YTD. 

Stainless Steel & Alloys

Stainless steel distributors’ shipments were down 5.0 
percent in May from April and down 8.8 percent from the 
same month a year ago, according to MSCI data.  Conversely, 
stainless steel service centers saw inventories rise of 2.5 percent 
in May from the prior month and 15.1 percent more than May, 
2014.  Constantly falling nickel prices are said to keep buyers 
from springing into action.  Instead, they are awaiting still better 
deals anticipated in the weeks and months ahead.

http://www.trucking.org/article.aspx?uid=ee5468d9-0b00-4e01-9f9b-42d970b1510c
http://www.trucking.org/article.aspx?uid=ee5468d9-0b00-4e01-9f9b-42d970b1510c
http://www.msci.org
http://www.morganstanley.com/what-we-do/research/
http://www.morganstanley.com/what-we-do/research/
https://www.linkedin.com/pub/evan-kurtz-cfa/0/55a/356
http://www.amm.com
http://icg.citi.com/icg/citi_research/index.jsp
http://wolferesearch.com/
http://wolferesearch.com/
http://www.worldsteel.org
http://www.wsj.com/articles/glut-of-chinese-goods-pinches-global-economy-1433212681
http://www.census.gov
http://www.steel.org
http://www.msci.org
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LME nickel prices were on a roller-coaster ride in June, 
surging to more than $13,500 a ton early in the month before 
dropping all the way below $12,000 by month’s end with mini-
bumps upward along the way. 

Stainless steel market activity remains subdued around 
the world, according to the London-based metals tracking 
firm, MEPS.  Transaction values, particularly for grade 304 
material, edged upwards in some countries in June as a result 
of the increase in LME nickel figures between April and May.  
But consumption is sluggish in all regions. “Nevertheless, we 
have seen some small signs of encouragement,” said the MEPS 
analysis.  “We have reports of some increases being agreed by 
(European) buyers, already, and there are indications of further 
advances in the near future.”

U.S. ferroalloy prices are still plagued by poor domestic 
steel industry demand. Ferrosilicon, silicomanganese, 
ferromanganese and molybdenum spot prices have all 
tumbled as a result. According to AMM, molybdenum prices 
are hovering at lows last seen in January, 2004.

Global production of molybdenum in 2014 reached a new 
high of 583.7 million lbs., up from the previous year’s record 
of 543.2 million lbs.  Full year figures from the International 
Molybdenum Association (IMOA) show global molybdenum 
use at 559 million lbs., breaking the previous year’s record high 
of 537.7 million lbs.  The greatest usage of molybdenum in 
2014 was in China, where use increased from 196.2 million lbs. 
in 2013 to 202 million lbs. in 2014.

Tubular Products
MSCI data shows U.S. distributors’ shipments of carbon 
steel pipe and tube plummeted in May.  Carbon pipe and 
tubing shipments were down 8.4 percent from April and 15.3% 
below the tonnage shipped in May, 2014.  Carbon pipe and 
tubing inventories at U.S. service centers stood at 3.4 months’ 
supply at current shipping rates, up 2.6 percent over the 
previous month and 3.6 percent more than a year earlier.  
Most of the decline can be attributed to the slump in energy 
tubulars, thanks to low oil prices.  In the first five months of the 
year, U.S. distributors’ shipments of carbon pipe and tubing 
fell 5.5 percent from the same period of 2014.

Distributor OCTG selling prices continued to crash in June, 
hitting an average of $1,402, an 88-month low, according to 
the latest Pipe Logix LLC data. That’s down 2.8 percent from 
May and the lowest level since February, 2008, when prices 
were at $1,392 per ton.  ERW product prices fell to $1,291 
per ton, down 3.3 percent from the prior month.  Seamless 
OCTG prices fell 2.5 percent to $1,513 per ton.  Pipe Logix’s 
distributor index rose to 36 in May from 29 the previous 
month, based mainly on feelings that the market is scraping 
bottom.  This marked the index’s highest level this year, 
although anything less than 50 still signals a shrinking market.  
The price differential between imported and domestic OCTG 
declined to $208 from $252 per ton in May due to falling 
domestic prices.  Pipe Logix manager Kurt Minnich cited data 
showing a nearly 41.0 percent decline in OCTG demand this 
year versus 2014.

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 11,528,970 3,367,215 4,374,549 29.9% 50.4%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,371,161 673,922 828,262 22.9% 110.6%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,023,456 858,865 1,131,409 31.7% 47.9%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,502,215 719,716 1,149,106 59.7% 7.9%

Welded OCTG 1,956,935 578,188 706,202 22.1% 72.6%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,402,046 439,189 507,341 15.5% 80.8%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 529,239 161,657 194,613 20.4% 59.2%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,113 134,631 159,618 18.6% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 643,716 205,553 228,988 11.4% 74.9%

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

http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.meps.co.uk/editorial6-15.htm
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.imoa.info
http://www.imoa.info
http://www.msci.org
file:///\\KAREN-MAC\kmaryanski\Projects\Customer%20Files\ASA%20-%20American%20Supply%20Association\ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest\15-1276%20ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest%20July%202015\Customer%20docs\wwww.pipe-logix.com
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Line pipe prices also took a beating.  Pipe Logix calculated 
average domestic line pipe prices dropping 1.3 percent in May 
to $1,814 per ton, marking a ninth consecutive monthly 
decline.  Seamless line pipe prices fell 0.5 percent to $2,456 per 
ton, while ERW material prices slipped 2.7 percent to $1,172 
per ton in May.  Imported line pipe prices averaged $1,109 
per ton in May, down 2.3 percent from April; seamless line 
pipe dropped 1.6 percent to $1,398; and ERW line pipe 
slipped 3.4 percent to $820 per ton.  The domestic-import 
price average dipped 1.7 percent to $1,461 per ton in May.  
Distributors’ sentiment for line pipe, as measured by the 
National Association of Steel Pipe Distributors’ (NASPD) index, 
rose slightly to 28 in May from 24 in April.  Spirits are down.

The U.S. rig count fell to 859 the week of June 26, finally 
rising by two from the prior week but a whopping 1,014 less 
compared with the same week of 2014.

Casualties continue to mount for U.S. energy tubulars 
producers.  Boomerang Tube LLC filed for Chapter 11 
bankruptcy protection on June 9th, citing depressed demand 
for the company’s OCTG products.  Boomerang makes the 
casing pipe that goes into oil wells.  Boomerang owns a 
$100-million production facility in Liberty, Texas.

TMK IPSCO announced it will shut its seamless pipe 
mill in Ambridge, Pennsylvania, in July as it accelerates 
a $15-million repair plan amid sluggish demand for energy 
tubulars.  The Ambridge facility has seamless pipe capacity 
of 420,000 tons per year with most of this heading to U.S. 
shale formations, the company said.  The company also 
issued temporary layoff notices to workers at its welded pipe 
mills in Blytheville, Arkansas, Camanche, Louisiana, Catoosa, 
Oklahoma, and Wilder, Kentucky.  The temporary layoffs are a 
result of the cutback in drilling.

Bucking the trend, Benteler Steel/Tube said its OCTG mill in 
Shreveport, Louisiana, is on track to start production August 
1st.  Benteler’s Shreveport facility has a capacity of about 
320,000 tons a year of custom seamless steel tubes.

Copper
Copper prices tried to rebound a bit as June drew to a close.  

From a low of $2.59/lb. on June 22nd, the benchmark price on 
the Comex lifted to $2.65 on June 25-26 but headed down a 
bit in the last few trading days.  Lackluster demand both in 
China and the U.S. continues to plague the red metal.

Look out below!  Goldman Sachs Group has forecast even 
further declines in copper prices, all the way down to the 
$2.30 range or even lower over the next 12 months.  It blames 
a stronger U.S. dollar, rising mine output and a slowdown in 
demand from China.

The global refined copper market showed a production 
surplus of about 15,000 metric tons in March, seasonally 
adjusted, according to preliminary data by the International 
Copper Study Group (ICSG).  ICSG calculated the refined 
copper balance for the first quarter of 2015, including revisions 
to data previously presented, at a seasonally adjusted surplus 
of 136,000 tons.  This compares with a seasonally adjusted 
production deficit of 268,000 tons for the same period of 2014.  
In the first quarter of 2015, world apparent usage is estimated 
to have declined by around 3.0 percent compared with the 
same period of 2014. 

Scrap
The ferrous scrap market looks to be on the road to 
recovery after prices collapsed beginning in February.  AMM 
reported transactions in June being conducted at levels 
as much as $30 per gross ton higher than May.

U.S. waste products and scrap accounted for 1.3 percent 
of U.S. exports last year, about the same as meat and poultry 
and bigger than either corn or computers, according to the 
Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI).  Current low 
prices are due to a glut of scrap materials.  A pickup in global 
manufacturing is needed for the scrap industry to return to 
healthy pricing levels.

Stainless steel scrap prices for nickel-bearing grades 
continued to decline as June drew to a close.  AMM’s 
assessment of the broker/processor buying price range for 
Type 304 stainless scrap solids narrowed to $1,210 to $1,255 
per gross ton from $1,210 to $1,300, previously.  Little demand 

 

 

$2.45

$2.50

$2.55

$2.60

$2.65

$2.70

$2.75

$2.80

1-
Ju

n
2-

Ju
n

3-
Ju

n
4-

Ju
n

5-
Ju

n
6-

Ju
n

7-
Ju

n
8-

Ju
n

9-
Ju

n
10

-J
un

11
-J

un
12

-J
un

13
-J

un
14

-J
un

15
-J

un
16

-J
un

17
-J

un
18

-J
un

19
-J

un
20

-J
un

21
-J

un
22

-J
un

23
-J

un
24

-J
un

25
-J

un
26

-J
un

27
-J

un
28

-J
un

29
-J

un
30

-J
un

Daily Comex Copper Spot Prices
June, 2015

http://www.pipe-logix.com
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has been reported for Type 316 stainless steel scrap solids, 
and the pricing assessment slipped to $1,570 to $1,660 per 
ton from $1,590 to $1,700.  Type 304 turnings also weakened, 
falling to $1,025 to $1,075 per ton from $1,030 to $1,140.  
Plummeting nickel prices are devastating the market.

Copper and brass scrap prices also are under pressure as 
looming summer shutdowns prompt consumers to scale back 
purchases in order to control inventories, according to AMM.  
AMM’s assessment of brass mill No.1 copper scrap discounts 
rose at the low end of the range to three to five cents per 
pound from two to five cents previously, while refiners’ copper 
No. 1 scrap discounts inched up to 10 to 12 cents per pound 
from nine to 11 cents.

Plastics
PVC resin prices have been holding steady in a range of 
$2.53-$2.54/lb. ever since late April.  HDPE resins are on the 
upswing, rising from $2.48/lb. on average in late-May to a high 
of $2.62 in mid-June, before dropping to $2.59 at month’s end.

Domestic production of major plastic resins came in at 6.3 
billion pounds in April, up 1.8 percent from the same time 
a year ago, according to data from the American Chemistry 
Council (ACC).  ACC data shows that year-to-date sales and 
captive use was 25.7 billion pounds, a 5.4 percent increase 
from the same period a year ago.

U.S. exports of unsorted plastics scrap to China rose 35.0 
percent in April from April, 2014, and were valued at $12.4 
million, the most recent U.S.A. Trade Online data shows.  
January thru April, 2015, U.S. exports of unsorted plastics scrap 
to China were valued at $35.6 million, down from $37.5 million 
in January thru April, 2014.  China is the largest destination of 
U.S. plastic scrap exports.  The unsorted plastic scrap category 
includes PET, HDPE, PVC (vinyl), LDPE, PP, PS and scrap 
comprised of more than one of the six major plastic resins. 

Only about 9.0 percent of plastic waste was recycled from 
the municipal solid waste stream in 2012, according to the 
latest figures available from the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA).  This is a rate that has remained relatively 
unchanged for 10 years. 

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors hit another wall in May, 
with sales declining 4.0 percent on average compared to May, 
2014, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report for 
May, 2015.  The second straight monthly decline dropped 
average sales to a paltry 0.4 percent gain for the calendar year 
through May.  On a trailing 12-month basis, sales were down 
1.0 percent, on average.  ASA’s industrial PVF distributors were 
sitting on 5.2 percent more inventories, on average, compared 
with May, 2014.

Growth slowed for industrial distributors and 
manufacturers in May but still remained vigorous, according 
to the June ISA Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the 
Industrial Supply Association (ISA).  The ISA Distributor 
Index decreased from 64.2 in April to 56.6 in May, while the 
Manufacturer Index declined from 56.6 in April to 50.7 in 
May. For each index, a reading above 50.0 percent indicates 
expansion, while a reading below 50.0 percent indicates 
contraction. The Indexes have been above 50.0 percent since 
December, 2012.

New construction starts in May climbed 3.0 percent 
compared to April’s already elevated pace, according to 
Dodge Data & Analytics.  The nonbuilding construction sector 
provided much of the lift, thanks to major projects, such as a 
massive liquefied natural gas (LNG) export terminal project 
in Texas being entered as a May start.  Residential building 
showed modest improvement in May, up 2.0 percent, helped 
by more multifamily housing, while nonresidential building 
fell sharply, 28.0 percent, from its heightened April volume.  
During the first five months of 2015, total construction starts 
on an unadjusted basis were reported at $272.5 billion, up 25.0 
from the same period a year ago.

The AIA’s Architecture Billings Index (ABI) increased by 
more than three points to a score of 51.9 in May, where any 
score over 50.0 indicates billings growth.  As a positive sign 
of more business ahead in the pipeline, the design contracts 
index remained elevated in May as well, meaning that the 
value of new design contracts at firms is continuing to increase 
as it has for the last 14 months.

About Jim Olsztynski
Since 1977, 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.amm.com
http://www.americanchemistry.com
http://www.americanchemistry.com
https://usatrade.census.gov/
http://www.epa.gov
http://www.epa.gov
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.construction.com/dodge/
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
April
2015

May
2015

% Change
% Change

May
2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 301.0 300.6 -0.1 2.5

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 333.2 331.7       -0.5 2.5

Ball valves 1149-0202 372.7 372.4 -0.1 2.6

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 205.7 205.7 0.0 -1.5

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 218.8 220.0 0.5 3.3

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 292.8 292.8 0.0 2.3

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 316.2 N/A N/A N/A

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 281.0 281.0 0.0 2.4

Automatic valves 1149-0211 170.2 170.2 0.0 2.8

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 234.2 229.8 -1.9 -9.2

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 91.1 89.6 -1.6 -7.3

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 90.3 93.9 4.0 -5.8

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 100.3 99.3 -1.0 0.6

Metal pipe fittings, flanges and unions 1149-0301 294.2 293.7 -0.2 -2.4

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 191.0 197.2 3.2 -1.4

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 107.9 107.7 -0.2 -1.3

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 149.5 146.8 -1.8 3.7

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.2 295.5 0.1 1.6

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 N/A 245.8 N/A 1.6

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.4 147.4       0.0 2.8

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 N/A 222.o N/A 0.0

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 5.0

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 275.3 275.3 0.0 1.8

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 171.3 171.3 0.0 1.5

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

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

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.6 98.5 -0.1 1.3

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


