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Asteroid Mining Lifts Off
When this topic was featured in this report last December, a 
rocket had exploded carrying supplies to the International 
Space Station (ISS), along with a small satellite, called Arkyd 
3, built by the space mining company Planetary Resources as 
a first-step for an eventual asteroid mining venture seeking 
rare earth metals.  A replacement satellite, deemed Arkyd 3 
Reflight, was sent to the ISS earlier this year, and on July 16th, 
was launched from there on a 90-day mission to test systems 
needed to make asteroid mining possible.  Some people even 
claim asteroid mining could take place within the next 10 
years.  Read more about this by Mike Wall at space.com.

Your editor is fascinated by this venture, not least because 
it seems to be economically suicidal.  The expense can only 
be justified by ‘astronomical’ prices for rare earths.  But if an 
asteroid mining venture succeeds, it will likely flood the market 
with those metals, and consequently, send their prices crashing 
on Earth. The laws of supply and demand may be harder to 
overcome than the complicated physics of mining asteroids.

Yet, your editor is willing to concede that he could be missing 
something.  Maybe an abundance of supply will spark new 
uses for precious metals and expand demand enough to 
make space mining profitable.  Or maybe it’s just that there’s 
something wondrous about visionary projects costing millions 
of dollars that seem to make no sense but expand technology 
and human horizons, especially when they’re funded out of 
private pockets rather than taxpayers.  For those who can 
afford it, that may be its own reward.

Carbon Steel
In July, 2015, U.S. service center steel shipments decreased 
by 7.0 percent from July, 2014, according to the Metals 
Service Center Institute (MSCI).  Steel product inventories 
increased 5.0 percent over July a year ago. 

The average global steel price calculated by MEPS plunged 
26.0 percent in August from last year’s August.  The London-
based metals tracking firm expects U.S. prices to fall further in 

the fourth quarter, despite mill efforts to raise them.  Besides 
slack demand from China and other emerging economies, a 
global glut of steel is behind the carnage.  MEPS thinks global 
steel production will decline by 1.0 percent  in 2015, which will 
only make a tiny dent in the surplus.

As widely predicted, U.S. steel mills filed a trade case 
against hot-rolled coil imports from Australia, Brazil, Japan, 
the Netherlands, South Korea, Turkey and the United Kingdom.  
Alleged dumping margins range as high as 200.0 percent 
for Turkish mills.  Hot-rolled coil imports from those seven 
countries increased 73.6 percent last year.  The petition was 
filed by AK Steel, ArcelorMittal, Nucor, SSAB AB, Steel Dynamics 
and U.S. Steel.

U.S. imports of steel jumped 4.6 percent in July and 
finished steel by 3.7 percent, based on preliminary data from 
the U.S. Census Bureau, according to the American Iron and 
Steel Institute (AISI).  Year-to-date through seven months of 
2015, total steel imports were unchanged, while finished steel 
imports were up 10.0 percent versus the same period in 2014.  
Finished steel import market share was an estimated 27.0 
percent in July and is estimated at 31.0 percent YTD.  Major 
products with significant YTD import increases compared to 
the same period last year include line pipe (up 55.0 percent) 
and standard pipe (up 33.0 percent).

U.S. steel exports gained 1.7 percent in June from May but 
were down 14.9 percent from a year earlier.  The main reason 
is low oil prices crimping demand in Canada and Mexico, the 
main buyers of U.S. steel.

Crude steel production dropped 3.8 percent in July 
compared with July, 2014, for the 65 countries reporting 
to the World Steel Association (WSA).  China’s crude steel 
production was down 4.6 percent for that period, while U.S. 
production decreased 9.1 percent.  The crude steel capacity 
utilization ratio for the 65 countries in July, 2015, was 68.4 
percent.  This was 4.2 percent lower than July, 2014.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
September surcharges for stainless steel surcharges are 
down by 9.3 percent for Type 304 and Type 316 stainless, 
American Metal Market (AMM) reported.  Type 201 is down an 
average of 8.0 percent, and Type 430 is down an average of 
4.5 percent.  It’s all related to the bloodbath in nickel pricing, 
which dropped all the way down to $9,305 a ton on the LME 
on August 24th, a whopping 37.5 percent lower than at the 
start of this year.  Nickel rebounded to $9,835 on August 28th, 
but nobody expects a big rally anytime soon.

Global stainless steel melt shop production was at 
basically the same level in the first quarter compared with 
the same period for 2014, according to the International 
Stainless Steel Forum (ISSF).  ISSF measured a scant 0.1 percent 

http://www.space.com/30213-asteroid-mining-planetary-resources-2025.html
http://www.msci.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.meps.co.uk/viewpoint815.htm
http://www.census.gov
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.worldsteel.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.worldstainless.org
http://www.worldstainless.org


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

production increase worldwide, although production jumped 
14.7 percent in The Americas region.  China, which produces 
about eight times as much stainless as The Americas, saw 
production fall 1.4 percent in the first quarter.  MEPS predicts 
that global crude stainless steel production will decline by 1.0 
percent by the time the year is over.

Ferroalloys are faring no better as North American spot 
market pricing continues to deteriorate.  AMM reported 
ferrovanadium prices falling to $8.50 to $9 per pound 
from $8.75 to $9 previously, even though U.S. imports of 
ferrovanadium dropped 32.3 percent from first quarter levels.  
Molybdic oxide recovered a bit from multiyear lows in July, but 
sales at slightly above $6 a pound were nothing to jump for joy 
about.

High-carbon ferrochrome was one of the few alloys to 
buck the downward trend, rising slightly to $1.06 to $1.11 
per pound from $1.05 to $1.09 previously, according to AMM.  

Low-carbon, 0.10 percent ferrochrome remained unchanged 
at $2 to $2.05 per pound, with some prices higher.

Global production of molybdenum fell 13.0 percent in the 
first quarter from the fourth quarter of 2014 and fell 5.0 
percent compared with the same period in 2014, according to 
the International Molybdenum Association (IMOA).  Global use 
of molybdenum was down 3.0 percent in the first quarter of 
2015 and is 5.0 percent lower than the same quarter in 2014.  
Usage in the U.S. fell by 7.0 percent in the first quarter.

Tubular Products
Look out below!  That’s the watchword for OCTG prices, 
which reached eight-year lows in July and August, according 
to Oklahoma-based Pipe Logix, LLC.  The tubulars tracking 
firm calculated an average of $1,336 per short ton last month, 
down 2.5 percent from July and the lowest level since at least 
2007.  ERW products were selling at an average $1,226 per 
ton in August, down 3.4 percent from a month earlier, and 
seamless product prices slid an additional 1.8 percent.  The 
gap between domestic and imported product widened in 
August after narrowing for several months.  The gap was $251 
per ton in August, 55.9 percent more than the $161 measured 
in July.  Imports had been declining due to slack demand and 
trade actions.  There were more than 1,000 fewer drilling rigs in 
operation in August than for the same month in 2014.

Line pipe prices also are taking a big hit, of course, dropping 
for the eleventh consecutive month in July and continuing to 
drift lower in August, according to some reports.  Pipe Logix 

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 11,521,920 5,519,290 5,908,324 7.0% 50.3%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,372,575 1,137,403 1,156,118 1.6% 110.8%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,022,400 1,410,566 1,383,160 -1.9% 47.8%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,498,088 1,142,287 1,745,372 52.8% 7.7%

Welded OCTG 1,955,555 999,996 814,413 -18.6% 72.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,408,172 678,928 731,032 7.7% 81.6%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 527,797 241,775 270,818 12.0% 58.8%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,052 216,641 225,198 3.9% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 642,339 307,787 334,428 8.7% 74.5%

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

http://www.meps.co.uk/SteelProductionNewssummer2015.htm
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.imoa.info
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com
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pegged average domestic line pipe prices at 2.6 percent lower 
in July to $1,749 per short ton.  Average import prices also 
dropped in July to $1,060 per ton, down 2.2 percent from June.  
On average, ERW material slipped 1.3 percent to $1,126 per 
ton in July, while average domestic seamless product prices 
declined 3.2 percent to $2,372 per ton.

“Buy U.S. line pipe” legislation has been introduced in the 
House by Rep. Rick Nolan (R., Minn.). The American Pipeline Jobs 
and Safety Act would require American steel originating from 
American iron ore to be used in all new or replaced pipelines.  
Similar legislation was quashed in the last session of Congress, 
and nobody seems real hopeful this one will fare any better. 

Energy tubulars carnage is causing some mills to cut 
out distributors and sell direct to consumers, according to 
distributors interviewed by AMM.

How bad is the carnage?  This editor did a double-take 
reading about the second quarter report from OAO TMK, 
Russian parent of TMK IPSCO.  The company acknowledged 
a 54.9 percent DROP in American sales volume in the 
second quarter from the first.  Revenue tumbled from $327 
million in the first quarter to $150 million in the second.  
Shortly afterward, Evraz North America reported revenues 
down 20.9 percent in the first half of the year, with tubular 
sales dropping 27.5 percent.  As reported previously, Evraz 
curtailed its North American OCTG operations in response to 
decreased drilling activity.

Allied Tube & Conduit will be exiting the sprinkler pipe 
market, along with pipe for steel fencing; it was announced 
by parent company Atkore International Group.  The company 
will close its facilities in Harvey, Illinois, and Phoenix, Arizona, 
and transfer production of other products at the Philadelphia 
plant to other Atkore facilities.

Benteler Steel/Tube is bucking a trend toward closures 
and cutbacks by starting production at its new OCTG mill in 
Shreveport, Louisiana.  Ground was broken for the $975 million 
facility two years ago -- before the energy tubulars collapse.  
Executives think the long-term outlook is much better than 
the here and now.

Copper
How low can copper go?  Copper has been trying to climb 
out of the abyss after settling at $2.25 per pound on August 
26th, its lowest price since 2009.  On August 31st, copper 
rebounded a bit to $2.34, but nothing resembling a rally 
has materialized.  No price surge seems in store until China, 
which consumes 45.0 percent of the world’s copper, gets its 
economic house in order.  Many analysts are predicting still 
further declines, perhaps as much as 10.0 percent or more 
from the current level.  Recovery may come when prices get 
low enough to light a spark under demand in China.

Longer-term, copper is expected to get a boost from 
widely predicted global production deficits that have yet 
to materialize for any length of time.  The International Copper 
Study Group’s (ICSG) most recent data for May, 2015, does 
show a second, consecutive monthly apparent production 
deficit, seasonally adjusted to around 30,000 metric tons (t).   
The refined copper balance for the first five months of 2015, 
including revisions to data previously presented, indicates a 
roughly balanced market (and a seasonally adjusted surplus 
of 37,000 t).  This compares with a seasonally adjusted deficit 
of 518,000 t for the same period of 2014.  In the first five 
months of 2015, world apparent usage is estimated to have 
declined by around 3.0 percent, while world mine production 
is estimated to have increased by 3.6 percent - both compared 
with production for the same period in 2014.  The average 
world refinery capacity utilization rate for the first five months 
of 2015 remained largely unchanged compared to the same 
period for 2014. 

Scrap
Brass and copper scrap prices at the end of August 
plummeted to new lows following the steady decline in 
copper prices. Discounts on refiners’ No. 2 copper scrap fell to 
25-28 cents per pound, according to AMM.  The British metals 
tracking firm said some market participants see demand for 
copper scrap as strengthening, while availability is tightening.

Ferrous scrap prices are in the doldrums, dropping by 
another $25-$30 a ton in August, and most analysts see no 
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improvement for the remainder of 2015.  Ferrous scrap exports 
were bolstered a bit with prices bouncing off the bottom 
during mid-August, but the most recent assessment by AMM 
found no sales during the third week of last month.  It blamed 
ultra-cheap billet sales by China as the cause.

U.S. ferrous scrap exports dropped 9.1 percent in the first 
half of the year, thanks to dramatically reduced demand from 
China and other Asian scrap importers, according to the U.S. 
Department of Commerce.

Stainless scrap prices are faring no better than other 
commodity metals, following nickel’s travails.  A turnaround 
may be brewing because dealers are holding on to material 
awaiting market improvement, which over time, will diminish 
supply to the point where it becomes more of a suppliers’ 
rather than buyers’ market.

Plastics
PE and PVC prices are facing downward pressure as 
feedstock and energy prices drop, according to experts 
consulted by Plastics Technology magazine.  PE and HDPE 
prices were unchanged in July and are generally expected to 
stay put through August, despite a 5¢/lb. increase announced 
for July by resin suppliers.  PVC prices also remained flat in 
July and August for the sixth month in a row.  Resin supplies 
are said to be ample, and with the main construction season 
drawing to a close, demand for PVC isn’t expected to surge.

Check out this creative use of HDPE to help combat 
California’s devastating water shortage.  The project is 
estimated to save 300 million gallons of water a year from 
evaporating out of depleted reservoirs.

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors saw sales growth 
accelerate in July, with sales increasing 3.3 percent on average 
compared with July, 2014, according to the association’s 
Monthly Pulse Report for July, 2015.  Sales are up a paltry 0.1 
percent for the calendar year through July, and on a trailing 
12-month basis, sales were down 1.5 percent, on average.  

ASA’s industrial PVF distributors were sitting on 1.1 percent 
more inventories, on average, compared with July, 2014.

Sales growth slowed for industrial manufacturers and 
distributors during July, according to the August ISA 
Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply 
Association.  The ISA Distributor Index declined from 65.7 in 
June to 62.2 in July, while the Manufacturer Index decreased 
from 62.7 to 53.1.  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 July were essentially unchanged 
from June’s pace, according to Dodge Data & Analytics.  
Nonresidential building showed slight improvement following 
its lackluster June performance, while residential building 
maintained the strengthening trend witnessed over the past 
several months.  Through the first seven months of 2015, total 
construction starts on an unadjusted basis were $397.0 billion, 
up 19.0 percent from the same period a year ago.

Business conditions at U.S. architecture firms continued 
to improve in July.  While the pace of growth decreased 
modestly from June, the Architecture Billings Index (ABI) score 
of 54.7 for the month still indicates an upward trend (anything 
above 50).  Moreover, firms continue to report strong 
inquiries about new projects.  The ABI is thought to precede 
construction by 9-12 months.

About Jim Olsztynski
Since 1977, Jim Olsztynski has covered the plumbing-heating-
cooling-piping and industrial and mechanical pipe-valve-
fitting (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 aims to publish his own book, 
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
June
2015

July
2015

% Change
% Change

July
2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 301.4 301.7 0.1 2.3

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 333.2 334.1 0.3 2.4

Ball valves 1149-0202 372.4 372.4 0.0 1.3

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 207.7 207.6 0.0 2.2

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 220.0 220.0 0.0 3.3

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

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

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 283.4 283.4 0.0 2.8

Automatic valves 1149-0211 170.2 170.2 0.0 2.7

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 227.2 226.0 -0.5 -10.3

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 87.7 85.7 -2.3 -11.5

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 93.9 92.3 -1.7 -6.4

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 98.5 98.3 -0.2       -2.0

Automatic regulating & control valves 1149-0301 289.5 289.8 0.1 -3.2

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 193.5 186.5 -3.6 -8.8

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 108.4 109.8 1.3 2.0

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 146.8 266.9 0.0 1.4

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.7 295.6 0.0 1.6

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

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.4 147.4 0.0 2.7

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

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 273.0 273.2 0.1 0.1

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 171.3 171.5 0.1 0.6

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 347.2 355.5 2.4 3.0

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 322.4 341.9 6.0 6.0

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 221.5 221.5 0.0 1.1

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.5 98.8 0.3 1.1

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


