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When Will Markets Get Well?
Before we get to this month’s tale of pricing woe, let’s look 
ahead and speculate what the not-so-long-term future 
holds for commodity materials prices.

It’s all about supply and demand.  China’s economic reversal 
is the main reason for all the woe.  With its billion and a 
half population (give or take a few hundred million) and 
transition to ‘cowboy capitalism,’ the country has hit a wall 
in economic growth.  The Communist Party line is that 
growth has slowed to a little less than 7.0 percent, but 
nobody has a good handle on the data - maybe not even 
the Chinese.  China may, in fact, be in a bona fide recession 
with negative growth. 

Who knows whether China can get back in gear anytime 
soon?  It would lead to a flip side of the supply versus 
demand picture.  With demand curtailed, commodities’ 
supply needs to respond, and that is what is happening 
around the globe.  Oil giants Chevron and ConocoPhillips 
recently said they will cut capital spending next year by 
about a quarter and other foreign oil firms also announced 
large cuts.  Tudor, Pickering, Holt & Co., an energy-focused 
investment bank, said that about 15.0 percent of total 
global oil output has been delayed.

As reported last month, mining giant Freeport-McMoRan 
and other big miners have cut back production of copper, 
nickel, molybdenum and other metals.  Global crude 
steel production is also in a downturn.  None of this has 
happened fast enough to match the drop in demand, but 
eventually, enough supply will be curtailed to send the 
markets toward equilibrium.  Many analysts think that will 
happen later this year. 

This editor predicts not long afterwards, we’ll read about 
shortages and the need to ramp up supply to meet surging 
demand, and that won’t happen soon enough. 

Carbon Steel
Cold-rolled steel prices are on the upswing, thanks to 
strong demand from automotive and construction sectors, 
in advance of the spring building season.  It is a different 
story for hot-rolled coil, the springboard for tubular 
manufacturing.  The energy sector is still in the doldrums 
and dragging down prices, according to various market 
sources.  According to American Metal Market (AMM), some 
domestic mills are now trying - with mixed results - to fetch 
$21 per cwt ($420 per ton) for hot-rolled and gunning for 
$28 to $29 per cwt ($560 to $580 per ton) for cold-rolled 
and galvanized base prices.  This suggests a spread of about 
$7 to $8 per cwt ($140 to $160 per ton), which is higher 
than the historic norm.

Steel shipments from U.S. service centers decreased by 
(11.4) percent last December, compared with December, 
2014, according to the Metals Service Center Institute 
(MSCI). It was the 12th consecutive monthly year-on-year 
decline.  For the year as a whole, steel service center 
shipments fell (7.5) percent. Steel product inventories 
were (16.2) percent lower in December, 2015, than the 
previous December, according to MSCI.  One researcher said 
inventories were at their lowest levels since March, 2014.

Hot-rolled steel import prices were reported on the rise, 
probably due to countervailing duties that scared off some 
shipments and helped push prices up.  AMM’s assessment in 
mid-January put prices for imported hot-rolled coil at $330 
to $370 per ton, up from $320 to $340 per ton in AMM’s 
previous take.  Rising scrap prices may also have been 
behind the surge.

Finished steel imports captured a record 29.0 percent of 
the U.S. market in 2015, according to the American Iron & 
Steel Institute (AISI). This, despite a decline of (7.0) percent 
in finished steel imports for the year as a whole.  Standard 
pipe imports increased 13.0 percent in 2015.

China’s finished steel exports jumped 20.0 percent last 
year, despite being bombarded with trade cases in the U.S. 
and many other countries.  In December, China’s finished 
steel exports went up 4.8 percent from December, 2014, 
and were 10.9 percent more than the prior month.  Some 
observers blame a pending change in China’s tax policies 
for the late-year surge.

Global crude steel output tumbled by (2.8) percent 
in 2015 for the 66 countries reporting to the World Steel 

http://www.tphco.com/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.msci.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.worldsteel.org
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Association (WSA).  The crude steel capacity utilization ratio 
of the 66 countries in December, 2015, was 64.6 percent.  
This was (4.9) percentage points lower than December, 
2014.  The average capacity utilization in 2015 was 69.7 
percent compared to 73.4 percent in 2014.

Investment bank Citi predicts that iron ore prices have 
yet to hit bottom.  Citi revised its iron ore price forecast 
downward for the next three years, anticipating an average 
price of $36 per ton this year.  The bank believes prices 
could go as low as $28/ton.  In mid-January, iron ore was 
struggling to top $40.

Are privately owned steelmakers heading for oblivion?  
Check out this take from MEPS International, Ltd.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Domestic mills are trying to impose the first hikes 
in stainless steel base prices since 2014 in order to 
offset steadily declining surcharges.  So far, the verdict 
from buyers is, “No, thanks.”  The latest assessment from 
American Metal Market (AMM) in mid-January of Type 304 
cold-rolled sheet fell to 89.5 cents per pound from 91.5 
cents previously.  304L slipped to 92.5 cents from 94.5 
cents, and 316L was steady at $1.17 per pound as the 
increase taking hold on some items was offset by a drop in 
the January surcharge.  AMM said Type 304 stainless coiled 
plate dipped to 75.5 cents per pound from 80.5 cents 
previously, 304L slipped to 78.5 cents per pound from 83.5 
cents, and 316 and 316L both fell to $1.04 per pound from 
$1.10 per pound.

Despite slack demand, stainless steel imports surged 
by 74.7 percent in December compared with the previous 
month, according to license data collected through January 
6th by the U.S. Commerce Department’s Enforcement and 
Compliance division, and increased 6.2 percent year-on-
year.  The legal counsel for the Specialty Steel Institute of 
North America (SSINA) told AMM that the filing of trade 
cases was under active consideration.

Nickel prices are inching up after hitting more than 12-
year lows in mid-January.  LME nickel closed the month 
at $8,545 a ton on January 29th after hitting a low of $8,195 
on January 12th, the lowest it had been since May, 2003.  
Industry analysts estimate that 50.0-60.0 percent of nickel 
producers are operating below cost, though relatively 
few have yet to respond with major cutbacks.  Morgan 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 11,521,920 10,543,850 8,558,381 -18.8% 50.3%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,372,575 2,156,044 1.69.367 -25.4% 110.8%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,022,400 2,739,747 1.866.675 -31.9% 47.8%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,498,088 2,240,638 2.848.614 27.1% 7.7%

Welded OCTG 1,955,555 1,855,184 923.671 -50.2% 72.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,408,172 1,290,925 1.155.932 -10.5% 81.6%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 527,797 463,960 421.795 -9.1% 58.8%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,052 443,975 379.078 -14.6% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 642,339 589,594 575,459 -2.4% 74.5%

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

http://www.worldsteel.org
https://www.citibank.com/mss/products/commodities/base_metals.html
http://www.meps.co.uk/ChinaSteelNews1215.htm
http://www.amm.com
http://trade.gov/enforcement/
http://trade.gov/enforcement/
http://www.ssina.com/index2.html
http://www.ssina.com/index2.html
http://www.amm.com
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.morganstanley.com/what-we-do/research/
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Stanley Equity Research estimated that the cuts made so far 
represented just 0.8 percent of total primary nickel supply.

Most ferroalloy prices were holding steady at low 
levels as 2015 drew to a close.  AMM assessed high-
carbon ferrochrome at $0.99 to $1.02 per pound, while 
low-carbon  (0.05 percent grade) ferrochrome, low-carbon 
(0.10 percent grade) ferrochrome, and  low-carbon (0.15 
percent) ferrochrome stayed steady at  $2.20 to $2.25 per 
pound, $2.00 to $2.07 per pound and $1.95 to $2.00 per 
pound, respectively.  High carbon ferromanganese ended 
the year at $760 to $780 per long ton; medium-carbon 
ferromanganese at 85 to .87 per pound; and low-carbon 
ferromanganese at .88 to .90 per pound.  Silicomanganese, 
ferrosilicon and ferrovanadium also all held steady at .35 to 
.37 per pound, .66 to .70 per pound and $5.70 to $5.90 per 
pound, respectively. 

Ferrovanadium heads the list of ferroalloys experiencing 
the largest price declines in 2015, falling a whopping 
(53.97) percent from $12.60 per pound on January 2nd last 
year.  Molybdenum also plummeted with canned molybdic 
oxide falling an average (45.55) percent from $9.55 per 
pound on January 2nd, and ferromolybdenum dropped 
(43.26) percent from $10.75 per pound on that same date 
early last year.  Ferrovanadium continued to show weakness 
in early January, 2016, dropping still further to the $5.60 to 
$5.70/lb. range in AMM’s latest assessment.

Moly prices, on the other hand, were on a slight upswing.  
After declining (43.0) percent over the course of 2015, 
ferromolybdenum rebounded to $6.10 to $6.50 per pound 
from $6 to $6.20 per pound previously.  Canned molybdic 
oxide remains steady at $5.10 to $5.30 per pound, although 
there are some suggestions that prices are also starting to 
tighten, according to AMM.  Some observers attribute the 
recent improvement to short term supply bottlenecks.

Tubular Products
Distributor selling prices for OCTG dropped by nearly 
(30.0) percent during 2015, according to Pipe Logix LLC.  
Average OCTG spot prices finished the year at $1,202 per 
short ton, down (2.5) percent from the prior month and 
off (29.6) percent from January.  ERW casing dropped to 
$1,092 per ton, down (2.6) percent from November, while 
seamless product lost another (2.5) percent to $1,312 per 
ton in the same comparison.  A bright spot is a rapid decline 
in imports due to laggard drilling activity that is helping to 
reduce domestic inventories.  OCTG imports in December 
were (83.7) percent lower than in December, 2014.  The 
price gap between domestic and imported OCTG for the 
final month of 2015 stood at $115 per short ton, down 
(34.3) percent from November and (43.3) percent from 
December, 2014.

Line pipe prices also hit the skids in 2015, with 
distributor selling prices falling (18.1) percent.  Pipe Logix 
calculated average domestic line pipe prices in December 
at $1,593 per ton across product lines.  That was down (0.9) 
percent from November - the lowest month-on-month 
percentage drop since January, suggesting that the market 
may be nearing bottom.  ERW line pipe slid (1.0) percent 
to $1,045 per ton from November, and seamless pipe fell 
an average (0.8) percent to $2,141 per ton in the same 
comparison.  As with OCTG, a slowdown in imports appears 
to be behind the moderation.  Imported ERW prices fell 
(2.6) percent in December to $644 per ton, while imported 
seamless line pipe dipped (0.5) percent to $1,197 per ton.

Trade actions may have played a part in the decline of 
OCTG and line pipe imports, but most observers think it is 
more due to the slump in drilling activity.  The U.S. drilling 
rig count continued to drop week by week in January.

Energy tubular distributors have enough trouble selling 
their output.  Increasingly, they are also worried about 
getting paid for what little product they do ship.  Many 
exploration and production companies are having trouble 
getting credit, and some are teetering toward bankruptcy.  
On January 21st, Moody’s Investors Service announced it 
would review 69 U.S. exploration, production and oilfield 
services companies for possible credit downgrades, 
including some of the biggest names in the field. 

The U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) found 
preliminary weighted-average dumping margins of 
2.58 percent on imports of stainless steel pipe for Korea’s 
SeAH Steel Corp. and 31.7 percent for LS Metal, following 
an administrative review on January 7th.  On the same day, 
Commerce rescinded its review of anti-dumping margins 
for circular welded steel pipe from China. 

The U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) decided 
January 4th to expedite the sunset review of anti-
dumping and countervailing duties on Chinese seamless 
standard, line and pressure pipe imports.  In 2010, the U.S. 
Department of Commerce (DOC) determined dumping 
margins between 50.01 percent and 98.74 percent for 
Chinese seamless pipe imports and subsidy rates from 13.66 
percent to 56.67 percent.  Sunset reviews take place every 
five years.

A merger has been announced between Bourland & 
Leverich Supply and Pipeco Services, two Houston-based 
subsidiaries of Sumitomo Corp. and OCTD distributors to 
upstream markets.  The new company will be called, B&L 
Pipeco Services, with Bob Dvorak serving as executive 
chairman while Steve Tait becomes president and CEO of 
the new company.

http://www.morganstanley.com/what-we-do/research/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com/
https://www.moodys.com/
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
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Copper

Comex copper prices dropped below $2/lb. on January 
10th and stayed there for a week and a half, dropping 
to a low of $1.9395 on January 15th before rebounding a 
bit toward month’s end.  Copper had not seen such lows 
since 2009.

A senior economist at CME Group said copper could 
fall to as low of $1.25/lb. at some point this year or next, 
a level not seen since 2008.  Erik Norland told American 
Metal Market (AMM) that copper supplies have not tailed 
off despite the slowdown in demand, and the supply may 
continue to grow as it did during the 2008 to 2010 period 
when output rose by 3.0 percent.

The global refined copper surplus stood at a relatively 
modest 60,000 tons as of last October, according to the 
International Copper Study Group (ICSG).  Nonetheless, 
that compares with a deficit of around 485,000 tons a year 
before.  ICSG predicts that global copper mine production 
capacity is expected to grow at an average annual rate 
of 5.0 percent over the next four years.  If demand does 
not keep pace, there is little hope for a rebound in copper 
prices.  BMO Capital Markets Corp. has predicted a surplus 
of 600,000 tons in 2016. 

We’re still getting splattered by debris from the burst 
housing bubble.  Another bubble weighing heavily on the 
copper market is all the super mines developed to produce 
iron ore, copper, nickel and other commodity metals back 
when global demand seemed insatiable.  This article that 
appeared in The Wall Street Journal on January 5th details 
the problem.

U.S. copper demand is expected to get a boost from the 
U.S. Department of Energy’s new rule slated to take effect 
May 16th that will boost minimum efficiency standards for 
residential air conditioning and heat pump units to 14 or 
15 SEER.  Higher efficiency standards boost the amount of 
copper used in manufacturing HVAC equipment.

Scrap
Ferrous scrap prices are finally on the upswing.  
American Metal Market (AMM) reported Midwestern mills 
accepting a $20/ton price increase with some shredded 
scrap prices going even higher.  However, some observers 
doubt it signaled a long term trend, blaming the increase 
on restocking as mills gear up for greater production 
following a traditional seasonal slowdown.

Prices for ferrous scrap exports continue to slide, 
however.  Market players see no obvious reason for the 
downturn given domestic prices are on the rise, coupled 
with the return of South Korean firms buying U.S. ferrous 
scrap after a six-month hiatus.

A few signs of life can be detected in the stainless scrap 
market with prices inching up for certain Type 304 and 430 
grades, again due mainly to restocking.  But with nickel still 
soft, most observers think that before long the market will 
drop back into the abyss where it has spent the past year.  
Stainless steel and nickel alloy scrap prices pretty much 
march in lockstep with nickel prices.

Copper scrap seems not so much joined at the hip with 
Comex prices.  Copper is cheap, but scrap supply has 
grown short for many copper and brass grades, ratcheting 
up prices a bit. 

Plastics
Prices of all major commodity resins ended 2015 lower.  
For the third time in recent months, PE suppliers attempted 
to push through a 5¢/lb. increase but to no apparent 
avail.  Weak oil prices, soft global demand and improving 
supplier inventories are combining to hold down prices, 
according to experts cited in Plastics Technology magazine.

PVC resin prices were reported holding steady or with 
a tiny 1¢/lb. drop in December, after 1¢ or 2¢ decreases 
every month since September.  Much depends on the 
coming spring construction season.
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ABS prices eroded by 5.0-10.0 percent from September 
thru December due to lower feedstock prices and cheap Asian 
imports.  Domestic demand is expected to remain relatively 
healthy, thanks to the automotive and appliance industries. 

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors eked out a 0.5 percent 
average sales increase in December, compared with 
December, 2014, ending three, consecutive months of 
year-on-year declines, according to the association’s 
Monthly Pulse Report.  For the calendar year as a whole, PVF 
distributors realized a 1.8 percent average sales gain.  On 
average, ASA’s industrial PVF distributors were sitting on 
0.5 percent more inventories in December, 2015, compared 
with December, 2014. 

The January ISA Economic Indicator Report saw its 
Distributor Index jump from 54.2 to 60.2 in December, 
while manufacturer members of the Industrial Supply 
Association (ISA) saw a dip from 54.5 in November to 52.3 
in December.  For each index, a reading above 50.0 percent 
indicates expansion, while a reading below 50.0 percent 
indicates contraction.  The indices have been above 50.0 
percent since December, 2012.

As a whole, new construction starts for 2015 climbed 
8.0 percent to $645.5 billion, according to Dodge Data 
& Analytics.  This continues the pattern of moderate 
expansion for total construction starts registered during 

the previous three years:  up 12.0 percent in 2012; up 
11.0 percent in 2013, up 9.0 percent in 2014.  In 2015, 
nonresidential building fell (8.0) percent in contract value, 
while residential building gained 14.0 percent following a 
10.0 percent gain reported for 2014.  Single-family housing 
grew 13.0 percent, in dollar terms, and multifamily housing 
increased 18.0 percent.

The Dodge Momentum Index rose 4.1 percent in 
December to 125.2 (2000=100) from its November reading 
of 120.3, essentially reversing the (3.6) percent decline that 
took place in November.  The Momentum Index is a monthly 
measure of the first (or initial) report for nonresidential 
building projects in planning, which have been shown to 
lead construction spending for nonresidential buildings by 
a full year.

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 is soon 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.

http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.construction.com/dodge/
http://www.construction.com/dodge/
http://construction.com/about-us/press/Dodge_Momentum_Index_Increases_in_December.asp
mailto:wrdwzrd@aol.com
http://www.asa.net/Education/tabid/573/Default.aspx


ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   7  © 2016 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
November

2015
December

2015
% Change

% Change
December

2014

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 303.0 303.0 0.0 1.9

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 334.5 334.5       0.0 2.5

Ball valves 1149-0202 373.5 373.5 -0.2 0.8

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 207.8 207.8 0.0 1.2

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 221.1 221.1 0.0 2.2

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 292.8 292.8 0.0 1.9

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 320.2 320.2 0.0 1.7

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 283.3 283.6 0.1 2.3

Automatic valves 1149-0211 172.8 172.8 0.0 1.9

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 215.1 210.5 -2.1 -16.7

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 81.3 78.7 -3.2 -19.3

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 90.2 89.9 0.3 -9.3

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 96.1 97.4 1.4 -7.0

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 291.3 291.6 0.1 -2.8

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 172.6 165.9 -3.9 -14.2

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 103.9 105.5 1.5 -2.9

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 145.6 145.8 0.1 0.3

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.4 295.4 0.0 1.5

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

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.3 147.3 0.0 2.6

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 232.9 224.4 -3.6 1.1

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.0 276.0 0.0 -0.3

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 173.8 173.8 0.0 0.7

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 351.3 351.3 0.0 1.9

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 333.6 333.6 0.0 3.5

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 220.8 220.8 0.0 0.9

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.5 98.5 0.0 0.4

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


