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U.S. Manufacturing Regains Favor
A recent survey by the Boston Consulting Group found that 
almost one-third of executives for large manufacturers say 
they plan to add U.S. production over the next five years for 
goods consumed in the U.S.  The 2015 survey found 31.0 
percent of executives of $1 billion+ companies said they 
favored the U.S. for new facilities, as opposed to 20.0 percent 
who opted for China.  This is a sharp reversal from a similar 
survey conducted just two years ago, when 30.0 percent of 
executives surveyed said they were likely to set up shop in 
China versus only 26.0 percent favoring the U.S.

The share of executives saying they were actively reshoring 
jumped 9.0 percent over 2014 and 250.0 percent over 2012.  
The top reasons cited for reshoring included, “shorten our 
supply chain,” followed by “reduced shipping costs” and “to 
be closer to our customers.”

Carbon Steel
Prices for hot-rolled coil remained steady as of early 
February, according to American Metal Market (AMM).  One 
reason may be that imports have declined, and mills are trying 
to hold the line so as not to exacerbate the price differential 
between domestic and imported steel.  Hot-rolled coil has 
been described as the “mother’s milk” of carbon steel pipe.

U.S. steel mill shipments dropped (11.9) percent last 
year, according to the American Iron & Steel Institute (AISI).  
AISI did report a slight uptick at year’s end, with December 
shipments rising 1.5 percent from November, although 
December shipments were a whopping (17.8) percent below 
the level of December, 2014.

In January, U.S. service center steel shipments decreased by 
(13.3) percent from January, 2015, according to the Metals 
Service Center Institute (MSCI).  It was the 13th consecutive 
monthly decline registered by MSCI.  Steel product 
inventories also decreased a hefty (20.1) percent from 
January a year ago.  User demand hasn’t picked up, so steel 
distributors are cutting back their stocks.

Finished steel imports rose 8.8 percent in January from 
December’s total but were (38.0) percent below the total 
for January, 2015, according to AISI.  Key finished steel 
products with a significant import increase in January 
compared to December, 2015, were oil country goods (up 
107.0 percent), standard pipe (up 68.0 percent) and line pipe 
(up 47.0 percent).  Finished steel import market share was an 
estimated 26.0 percent in January.

Domestic steel producers cheered on February 24th when 
President Obama signed into law the Trade Facilitation and 
Trade Enforcement Act of 2015 (the so-called “Customs 
Bill”), which includes the ENFORCE Act to ensure that orders 
against unfairly traded imports are being fully enforced.  Key 
legislation included in the bill are the modernization of the 

U.S. Customs and Border Protection agency, streamlined 
trade rules that intend to prevent duty evasion, new 
protections for intellectual property rights and additional 
tools to identify and address currency manipulation.  The 
Customs Bill received widespread bipartisan support in the 
House and Senate.

World crude steel production dropped (7.1) percent in 
January compared with January, 2015, according to the 
World Steel Association (WSA).  U.S. production fell (8.8) 
percent in that period while Chinese steel saw a (7.8) percent 
decrease.  The crude steel capacity utilization ratio of the 66 
countries reported to WSA was 66.0 percent in January.  This 
was (5.8) percentage points lower than in January, 2015. 

How bad is the global glut of steel?  The Economist 
magazine reported one industry consultant saying that 
capacity utilization would need to rise to 85.0 percent for the 
global industry, as a whole, to turn profitable. Instead, the 
latest figure reported above was 66.0 percent.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
After hitting a 12-year low of $7,750 per ton on February 
11th, the LME nickel market rebounded to a high of $8,520 a 
ton as of February 24th before dropping back a bit to $8,410 
on February 26th. 

Trade cases against foreign stainless products have 
enabled stainless flat-rolled price hikes to stick, even 
though demand remains slack.  All four major domestic 
stainless steel mills (Outokumpu, ATI, AK and NAS) announced 
stainless flat-rolled price increases by reducing functional 
discounts by two percentage points.  All of the new prices 
were slated to take effect no later than March 1st.  At the same 
time, stainless steel surcharges for March are falling, again, due 
to weak prices for molybdenum, nickel and chrome.

Ferrovanadium, ferromanganese and silicomanganese spot 
prices also were gaining ground after sinking to as much as 
12-year lows early in the year.  American Metal Market’s (AMM) 
last assessment showed ferrovanadium spot prices at $6.85 
to $7.25 per pound compared with $6.75 to $7.25 previously.  
High-carbon ferromanganese was selling in a range of $780 
to $820 per long ton, up from $760 to $800 per ton previously, 
while silicomanganese increased a couple of cents to 37 cents 
to 38 cents per pound.  Ferrosilicon was reported by AMM to be 
holding steady at 68 to 72 cents per pound.

http://www.bcg.com/news/press/10december2015-2015-manufacturing-survey.aspx
http://www.amm.com
http://www.steel.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.worldsteel.org
http://www.economist.com/
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.amm.com/
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It was a different story for high-carbon ferrochrome, 
which fell to 90 cents to 96 cents per pound from 96 cents to 
98 cents previously, according to AMM.  Also, medium-carbon 
ferromanganese fell about a dime per pound to a range of 76 
to 78 cents per pound from 85 to 87 cents, previously.

Global production of molybdenum decreased (8.0) 
percent in 3Q15 compared with the previous quarter, and 
fell (15.0) percent compared with the same period in 2014.  
Global use of molybdenum in the third quarter was down 
(5.0) percent from the previous quarter and (12.0) percent 
compared with the same period in 2014, according to the 
International Molybdenum Association (IMOA).

Global stainless steel production dropped an estimated 
(0.5) percent in 2015, MEPS International, Ltd. estimated.  
The British metals tracking firm predicted a 2.0 percent 
increase in worldwide output for 2016, however, reaching a 
new record in tonnage.

Tubular Products
Distributor selling prices for OCTG continued in free fall 
as the New Year arrived.  Average OCTG prices fell to $1,176 
per short ton in January, down (2.2) percent from December, 

according to Pipe Logix LLC.  ERW product slipped (2.0) 
percent to $1,070 per ton, while seamless OCTG skidded 
(2.3) percent to $1,282 per ton on average.  December OCTG 
shipments in the domestic market were estimated to be 
down (81.2) percent from the same month a year before, 
according to Pipe Logix.

How low can the rig count go?  U.S. drilling rigs dropped 
by another (12) the week of February 26th to a total of 502.  
That is a whopping (765) decline (60.4) percent from the 
comparable week of 2015.  Some observers predict the count 
could drop to the 300-400 range before the massacre ends.

The bleak fortunes of OCTG distributors may be 
compounded by a large number of drilled but uncompleted 
oil wells, estimated in the thousands.  Wells already drilled 
have absorbed most, if not all, of the OCTG product they 
need, goes this thinking.  So even if oil prices recover, drillers 
will be opening up their uncompleted wells for production 
before drilling anew.

Tenaris SA CEO Paolo Rocca talked up the company’s 
controversial direct-sales strategy during a February 25th 
quarterly conference call, in which he explained a (31.4) 
percent decline in sales to $7.1 billion in 2015, and a loss of 
($74 million) in net income, compared with earnings of $1.2 
billion in 2014.  “Managing supplies of pipe directly to the rig 
makes for a more sustainable operation and simplifies procedures 
for clients,” Rocca said, adding, “We are feeling the direct impact 
of the drop in rigs because there are no shock absorbers in the 
form of distributors.”  He also said, “But once rigs go back up, 
we will see an immediate rise in sales.”  Rocca then added, in 
reference to direct sales, “This transformation is here to stay.  
Once we fully deploy, I think there’s no going back.” 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 11,521,920 11,521,920 8,974,162 -22.1% 50.3%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,372,575 2,372,575 1,701,527 -28.3% 110.8%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 3,022,400 3,022,400 1,935,777 -36.0% 47.8%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,498,088 2,498,088 3,006,272 20.3% 7.7%

Welded OCTG 1,955,555 1,955,555 927,680 -52.6% 72.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,408,172 1,408,172 1,243,349 -11.7% 81.6%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 527,797 527,797 449,469 -14.8% 58.8%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 482,052 482,052 410,133 -14.9% 33.0%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 642,339 642,339 620,295 -3.4% 74.5%

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

http://www.imoa.info
http://www.meps.co.uk/
http://www.pipe-logix.com
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Evraz North America announced the idling of its large-
diameter spiral-weld pipe mill in Portland, Oregon, 
beginning in early April.  The spiral mill has a stated capacity 
of up to 200,000 tons of pipe annually.  The closure will be for 
an indefinite period of time.

MRC Global announced that it has entered into a 
definitive agreement to sell its U.S. OCTG business to 
Sooner Pipe, LLC, a subsidiary of Marubeni-Itochu Tubulars 
America, for $48 million.  MRC Global’s U.S. OCTG sales were 
approximately $305 million in 2015. 

Anti-dumping and countervailing duties will remain 
on seamless steel pipe imports from China, the U.S. 
International Trade Commission (ITC) ruled on February 
19th in its five-year sunset review.  The duties stem from a 
2010 ruling that imposed dumping margins between 48.99 
percent and 98.74 percent for Chinese seamless pipe imports 
and set subsidy rates between 13.66 percent and 56.67 
percent.  In January, the ITC accelerated the sunset review 
for Chinese seamless pipe imports due to a lack of responses 
from foreign mills.

Canada’s Border Services Agency (BSA) imposed massive 
import duties on Chinese carbon and alloy steel pipe.  
Dumping margins range from 74.0 percent all the way up 
to 351.4 percent, while subsidy payments are between 
$1.85 (U.S.) to nearly $151.50 per ton, according to a final 
determination by BSA.

Copper

Copper prices spent the latter part of February inching up 
from a low barely above $2.00/lb. reached on February 11th.  
A monthly high of almost $2.13 was reached on the last leap 
day of the month.  Still, that is only about halfway to where 
peak prices were a few years ago.

The global refined copper market for November, 2015, 
showed a small apparent production deficit of around 
25,000 metric tons (t), according to the International Copper 
Study Group (ICSG).  When making seasonal adjustments 
for world refined production and usage, November showed 
a small production surplus of 20,000 t. The refined copper 
balance for the first eleven months of 2015, including 
revisions to ICSG data previously presented, indicates a 
seasonally adjusted production surplus of around 170,000 t.  
This compares with a seasonally adjusted production deficit 
of around 430,000 t for the same period of 2014.  In the first 
eleven months of 2015, world apparent usage is estimated to 
have declined by around (1.0) percent (260,000 t) compared 
with that in the same period of 2014. 

Scrap
U.S. ferrous scrap markets were reported generally flat 
in February compared with January, reflecting still sluggish 
steel demand.

U.S. ferrous scrap exports reached seven-year lows 
in 2015, dropping (15.4) percent from the previous year 
and (46.7) percent below the high point reached in 2011, 
according to the U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC).  Mills 
in Turkey and Taiwan remain the largest foreign buyers of U.S. 
ferrous scrap. 

After months in the doldrums, stainless steel scrap prices 
were reported on the upswing as February drew to a 
close, following nickel’s price recovery on the London Metal 
Exchange (LME).  However, the nickel bounce may prove 
short-lived unless demand picks up soon, say most analysts.

Copper scrap buyers were reported to be bidding up 
prices due to tight scrap supplies.

Plastics
Low oil prices and cheap imported resins continued to 
put downward pressure on most plastic resins in February.  
PVC and PE resins were reportedly dropping around 1¢/lb. to 
2¢/lb. lower in January and February.

Sales of HDPE resin rose almost 6.0 percent in January, 
according to one plastics industry source, with HDPE exports 
surging 40.0 percent for the month.

U.S. 2015 plastic scrap exports were valued at $817 
million, down (14.2) percent from $952.8 the prior year, the 
latest U.S.A. Trade Online data show.

Plastics recyclers are in a quandary owning to the skid 
in oil prices.  Cheap oil prices are undermining the cost of 
recycling, according to the New York Times.
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http://www.mrcglobal.com/Global-Region/Default
http://usitc.gov/
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/menu-eng.html
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.lme.com
http://www.lme.com
https://usatrade.census.gov/
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News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors started out 2016 with 
an average sales decline of (4.3) percent in dollar sales 
for January compared with January, 2015, according to the 
association’s Monthly Pulse Report.  It seems part of a general 
economic malaise that plagued the U.S. economy for the first 
month and a half, as evidenced by the steep stock market 
decline.  On a trailing 12-month basis ASA’s industrial PVF 
distributors realized a (3.4) percent average sales loss.  On 
average, ASA’s industrial PVF distributors were sitting on 2.0 
percent more inventories in January, 2016, compared with 
January, 2015. 

Industrial Supply Association (ISA) members showed a 
strong start to 2016 after a slowdown at the end of 2015, 
according to the February ISA Economic Indicator Report.  
The ISA Manufacturer Index increased from 52.3 in December 
to 58.8 in January.  Meanwhile, the Distributor Index 
increased from 60.2 to 63.1.  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.

Business conditions at architecture firms softened 
modestly in January to start the New Year.  The Architecture 
Billings Index (ABI) score of 49.6 indicates that just slightly 
more firms reported a decrease in firm billings than reported 
an increase for the month (a score over 50 indicates billings 
growth).  This decline may be partially attributable to a surge of 
winter weather in many regions of the country, after what had 
previously been a relatively mild winter.  Firms are still reporting 
that they have a decent amount of work in the pipeline.  
Inquiries into new projects remained strong in January, and the 
value of new design contracts continued to increase as well, 
albeit at a slightly slower pace than in recent months.

The value of new construction starts in January grew 
2.0 percent to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of $607.9 

billion, according to Dodge Data & Analytics.  The gain for 
total construction relative to December reflected moderate 
growth for housing.  At the same time, nonresidential 
building retreated slightly in January, as increases for 
commercial building and manufacturing plant construction 
were offset by diminished activity for institutional building. 

The Dodge Momentum Index rose 2.4 percent in January 
to 126.4 (2000=100) from its December reading of 123.4.  The 
Momentum Index is a monthly measure of the initial report 
for nonresidential building projects in planning, which have 
been shown to lead construction spending for nonresidential 
buildings by a full year.  The increase in January was the 
result of a 3.3 percent increase in institutional projects, 
and a 1.6 percent increase in commercial projects.  On 
a year-over-year basis, the overall Index is 1.7 percent 
higher even though the commercial portion is down (6.8) 
percent.  Commercial planning intentions started 2015 on 
an aggressive note before settling back by mid-year.  Over 
the most recent few months, commercial planning has been 
following a saw tooth pattern, but the overall trend has 
been positive as most commercial real estate fundamentals 
are improving.  The institutional index, on the other hand, 
started 2015 on a weak note but improved throughout the 
year and is now 14.0 percent higher than one year ago.

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.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
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
http://www.asa.net/Education/tabid/573/Default.aspx
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
December

2015
January

2016
% Change

% Change
January

2015

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 303.0 303.3 0.1 1.8

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 334.5 334.6       0.0 2.5

Ball valves 1149-0202 373.5 373.6 0.0 1.5

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 207.8 209.2 0.7 1.7

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 221.1 222.5 0.6 1.6

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 292.8 294.4 0.5 1.4

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 320.2 320.2 0.0 1.7

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 283.6 283.1 -0.2 1.3

Automatic valves 1149-0211 172.8 172.8 0.0 1.9

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 210.5 214.7 2.0 -14.7

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 78.7 78.5 -0.3 -19.5

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 89.9 98.7 9.8 -1.1

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 97.4 98.6 1.2 -3.3

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 291.6 288.3 -1.1 -2.1

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 165.9 163.0 -1.7 -11.8

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 105.5 101.6 -3.7 -5.9

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 145.8 148.1 1.6 1.9

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.4 295.4 0.0 0.8

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

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.3 147.3 0.0 0.9

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 224.4 223.7 -0.3 0.8

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


