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Small Country, Big Ambition
Believe it or not, it’s Luxembourg that has decided to jump-
start asteroid mining.  In early February, its government 
announced that it would invest sovereign wealth in R&D and, 
later, directly in space-mining companies, like U.S.-based Deep 
Space Industries, which is already exploring the feasibility of 
profitably mining asteroids for precious metals.  Luxembourg 
already is home to SES.  The company operates a fleet of 
commercial satellites and is one of the biggest financial backs 
of Elon Musk’s SpaceX, which builds spacecraft to supply the 
International Space Station and has targeted the colonization 
of Mars as a long-term goal.

Carbon Steel
Steel prices rebounded in the first quarter, with U.S. mills 
raising base prices in March for carbon flat-rolled steel by 
another $30 per ton or more and $60 per ton since the end 
of February.  Hot-rolled coil, which gives birth to carbon steel 
pipe, has seen prices jump by more than 18.0 percent since 
mid-December after dropping (40.0) percent in 2015.  Some 
observers see it as a sign that the market has bottomed, but 
many skeptics doubt that steel prices have truly turned the 
corner.  The naysayers believe it is a short-lived phenomenon 
driven by import duties and the need to replenish low 
inventories.  They point out that demand fundamentals 
haven’t improved.  Hot-rolled prices were at around $430 per 
ton in March.  The bulls think they will rise to around $470 
by the third and fourth quarter, driven largely by aggressive 
import duties, while the bears see a pullback to around $410, 
due to continuing weak global demand.

Iron ore vaulted 18.6 percent in price on March 7th, its 
highest, single-day increase, ever, to around $64 per ton, and 
a level last seen in June, 2015.  The surge was attributed to 
rosy pronouncements from China’s National People’s Congress 
to maintain GDP growth of at least 6.5 percent each year for 
the next five years, which its ability to sustain is questionable.  
Prices have since dropped to around $55 in late-March, though 
that is still well above the $37 per ton iron ore was selling on 
December 11, 2015, its lowest level in more than a decade.

In February, U.S. service center steel shipments increased 
by 4.1 percent over the prior month but decreased by (4.6) 
percent from February, 2015, according to the Metals Service 
Center Institute (MSCI).  Steel product inventories decreased 
(1.4) percent from January’s level and (20.6) percent from 
February a year ago.

U.S. finished steel imports dropped (6.7) percent in 
February versus January.  After two months of 2016, finished 
steel imports are (34.0) percent lower than in the same 
period the year before, according to the American Iron & 
Steel Institute (AISI).  Finished steel import market share was 
an estimated 26.0 percent, YTD.  The decline is attributed to 
import duties or fear thereof.

Hot-rolled coil anti-dumping duties have been imposed on 
seven countries by the U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) 
in a preliminary determination announced March 15th.  Duties 
ranging from 3.97 percent to 49.05 percent are being assigned 
to producers from the Netherlands, Brazil, Australia, Japan, 
South Korea, Turkey and the UK.  A final determination is due 
on August 3rd.

World crude steel production decreased (3.3) percent in 
February compared with February, 2015, for the 66 countries 
reporting to the World Steel Association (WSA).  China 
registered a (4.0) percent decrease in that period, while U.S. 
production increased 2.9 percent, year-over-year in February.  
The crude steel capacity utilization ratio of the 66 countries 
in February, 2016, was 66.2 percent.  This is (5.7) percentage 
points lower than February, 2015.  Compared to January, 2016, 
it is 0.9 percentage points higher.

The mind reels from this sentence, which appeared in the 
February 27, 2016, edition of The Economist:  “China’s surplus 
capacity (this editor’s emphasis) in steelmaking…is bigger than the 
entire steel production of Japan, America and Germany combined.”

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Like iron ore, nickel prices surged in response to China’s 
pledge to sustain growth above 6.5 percent.  The three-
month nickel contract on the London Metal Exchange (LME) 
closed at a yearly high of $9,400 per ton ($4.26 per pound) 
on March 7th, before falling back to the $8,500 range as of this 
writing on March 28th.  That’s still significantly higher than a 
13-year low of $7,750 per ton on February 11th, but skepticism 
abounds that prices can continue at even the current level.  
Nickel remains oversupplied, and stocks in LME warehouses 
are almost three times above their 10-year average.  Moreover, 
Indonesia’s new administration is exploring the possibility of 
lifting its export ban on nickel ore, which would inflate global 
supply even more.

Ferrosilicon prices spiked in mid-March, thanks, in part, to 
increased demand as well as cuts in Chinese exports.  American 
Metal Market’s (AMM) latest assessment found ferrosilicon 
selling at 70 to 75 cents per pound, compared with 68 to 74 
cents previously.  AMM said manganese ore prices have more 
than doubled since the beginning of the year, putting pressure 
on stainless alloys like silicomanganese.  Conversely, high-
carbon ferrochrome was dropping by about two cents on the 
high end to 90-94 cents per pound, according to AMM.

Ferrovanadium imports from South Korea are being 
investigated by the U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) 
for alleged dumping, following a petition filed by domestic 
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producers.  South Korean ferrovanadium imports more 
than doubled between 2013 and 2015 and accounted for 
24.6 percent of imports of the product last year, compared 
to just 9.7 percent in 2013, according to the petitioners.  
Ferrovanadium prices dropped 54.0 percent from beginning to 
end of 2015, according to AMM.

Tubular Products
OCTG prices still have not hit bottom, dropping for the 15th 
consecutive month in February.  According to Pipe Logix LLC, 
OCTG prices averaged $1,153 per ton in February, down (2.0) 
percent from January.  ERW casing fell (2.7) percent to $1,041, 
while seamless products realized a (1.3) percent decline from 
January to $1,265.  OCTG is selling for about half of what it was 
during its peak in 2008.  Besides falling prices, energy tubular 
distributors have to deal with the inability of many end users 
to pay their bills as their capital and credit have dried up.

Line pipe continued downward through February, with 
average domestic prices dropping another (1.8) percent in 
February to $1,552.  Average import prices measured by Pipe 
Logix LLC dipped (0.66) percent to $897.  Anecdotal reports 
in late March indicate that line prices were starting to go up 
in response to coil increases.  American Metal Market (AMM) 

reported domestic ERW line pipe and standard pipe grades 
A and B all trended $20 per ton higher in March.  Demand 
fundamentals are still in a sorry state, however.

The latest weekly (as of March 24th) rig count from Baker 
Hughes showed U.S. drilling rigs at 464, down from an 
already plummeting 584 at the same time last year, and the 
lowest tally ever since Baker Hughes began publishing the 
data in April, 1999.  Canadian rigs also dropped to an abysmal 
total of 55 in the same tally.

OCTG consumption dropped from more than 7.5 million 
tons in 2014 to less than 4 million tons last year.  This 
according to TMK IPSCO Chairman and CEO Piotr Galitzine, 
speaking at American Metal Market’s (AMM) 9th annual Steel 
Tube and Pipe Conference in Houston during early March.  He 
predicted that plentiful hydrocarbons will continue to pressure 
prices through 2020.

Line pipe production exceeded OCTG’s last year, according 
to another speaker at the same conference, Energex Tube 
Line Pipe Product Manager Geoff O’Donnell.  He said that U.S. 
pipelines are aging and need to be replaced, with almost 50.0 
percent of the line pipe in the country having been installed 
between World War II and the Vietnam War.

Welded stainless pipe from India up to 14 inches was hit 
with preliminary countervailing duties ranging from 2.96 
percent to 6.21 percent by the U.S. Department of Commerce 
(DOC).  A preliminary decision regarding anti-dumping 
margins for the same products is due by May 3rd.

Countervailing duties on OCTG imports from Turkey were 
lowered after remand from the U.S. Court of International 
Trade (CIT).  Some companies saw duty relief from 15.89 

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

Annual & Year-To-Date Data (Jan. – Jan., 2016) 2015 YTD 2015 YTD 2016 % Change YTD % Change 2011-15

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,974,162 1,402,022 518,891 -63.0% -9.4%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,701,527 217,761 91,422 -58.0% -22.7%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,935,777 340,748 106,670 -68.7% -25.7%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 3,006,272 346,566 213,862 -38.3% 31.4%

Welded OCTG 927,680 335,220 15,035 -95.5% -40.4%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,243,349 141,743 78,083 -44.9% 17.0%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 449,469 66,038 22,959 -65.2% -3.0%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 410,133 42,909 30,265 -29.5% -1.6%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 620,295 58,254 44,831 -23.0% 11.0%

Source: U.S. International Trade Commission / U.S. Department of Commerce
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percent down to 2.39 percent, while other subsidy rates were 
dropped from 2.53 percent to de minimus level of 0.95 percent. 

U.S.-based OCTG producers continue to shut down 
production in response to the slumping market.  Evraz North 
America said it will temporarily idle its seamless pipe mill in 
Pueblo, Colorado, and U.S. Steel announced that it would 
temporarily idle its tubular operations in Lone Star, Texas, and 
Fairfield, Alabama.  Bucking the trend is Tenaris SA, which 
continues build a new $1.8 billion seamless pipe mill in Bay 
City, Texas, scheduled to open in 2017. 

Pipe and tube manufacturers JMC, Stupp and U.S. Steel 
are among a growing number of domestic steel producers 
publicly asking the federal government to invoke Section 201 
tariffs on imported steel due to massive layoffs in the industry.  
Section 201 tariffs were last imposed in 2002-2003.  Steel 
producers say various anti-dumping and countervailing duties 
levied against foreign imports are not sufficient to deter unfair 
foreign competition.

Copper

Copper prices swung upward in March, with the Comex 
reaching a 20-month high on St. Patrick’s Day before leveling 
off in the last two weeks of the month.  Still, it was an upward 
trend compared with previous months.  As with iron ore 
and nickel, the surge was driven by China’s promises to 
stimulate growth.  Skeptics wonder whether the markets 
will continue in a state of relative euphoria or get dashed by 
persistently sluggish demand in the near term.  Further out, 
most observers believe copper prices have hit bottom and will 
creep upward, due to an impending global supply deficit and 
market recovery.  One analyst at the 29th International Copper 
Conference in Lisbon, Portugal, during early March predicted 
copper will be selling at around $6,000 per ton in the fourth 
quarter, compared to around $4,900 at the time of this writing.

The Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) has set July 20th 
as the deadline for a decision on whether to continue duties 
on allegedly dumped copper pipe fittings from the U.S., South 
Korea and China as well as subsidization from China.  Duties 
on copper pipe fittings from the three countries were initially 
imposed in February, 2007, and continued under previous 
expiry reviews in February, 2012, according to the Canadian 
International Trade Tribunal.  The February, 2007, decision 

set the duties for U.S. copper pipe fittings producers at 221.0 
percent for Barnes Distribution; 47.0 percent for Mueller 
Industries; 26.0 percent for NIBCO; 27.5 percent for United 
Refrigeration; 37.0 percent for companies not selected and 
242.0 percent for companies with incomplete submissions 
or non-cooperation.  The duties for Korean and Chinese 
producers ranged from 1.9 percent to 242.0 percent.

The global refined copper market showed a December, 
2015, production deficit of 163,000 metric tons (t), 
according to preliminary data from the International Copper 
Study Group (ICSG).  The refined copper balance for the full-
year, 2015, including revisions to data previously presented, 
indicates a seasonally adjusted deficit of about 53,000 t.  As 
of the end of February, copper stocks held at the major metal 
exchanges (LME, COMEX, SHFE) totaled 530,735 t, an increase 
of 48,867 t (10.0 percent) from stocks held at the end of 
December, 2015.

Copper’s anti-bacterial properties got another boost from 
research at the University of Southampton showing how 
the red metal destroys MRSA, according to ScienceDaily on 
February 23rd.

Scrap
As with most metal commodities, the scrap business 
has been hammered for the past year.  According to the 
Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI), scrap steel prices 
have dropped by (29.0) percent from a year ago, and exports 
are down (34.0) percent.  It said that more than 50 metal 
scrapyards have stopped operations in North America.  More 
than 60.0 percent of U.S. steel is made from scrap (only 7.0 
percent in China), and with U.S. steel production dropping 
(11.0) percent last year, steel mills cut back.

Scrap prices across most metals are starting to move 
upward from depressed levels.  The behavior mirrors what is 
happening with steel and commodities.  As prices drop, scrap 
dealers tend to sit on supplies, waiting for better returns and 
leading to shortages.  Eventually, mills have to up the ante, and 
that seems to be what’s happening at present.

U.S. ferrous scrap exports dropped to an eight-year low in 
January, mostly due to Turkey, the biggest customer, looking 
to discounts from other countries. Turkish mills reversed 
course in March, due to short supplies and went on a buying 
spree that lifted U.S. ferrous scrap export prices by about $20 
per ton.  Domestic prices are expected to get a boost as well.

Stainless scrap prices remained steady at a low level 
as of late March, after surging a bit early in the month in 
phase with nickel’s price behavior.  American Metal Market’s 
(AMM) recent assessment of broker/processor buying prices 
in Pittsburgh showed Type 316 and Type 304 stainless scrap 
solids and turnings staying flat to gaining a couple of cents per 
pound.

American Metal Market (AMM) said copper scrap markets 
continue to be pinched by tight supply, with sellers holding 

2.05

2.1

2.15

2.2

2.25

2.3

2.35

1-
M
ar

2-
M
ar

3-
M
ar

4-
M
ar

5-
M
ar

6-
M
ar

7-
M
ar

8-
M
ar

9-
M
ar

10
-M
ar

11
-M
ar

12
-M
ar

13
-M
ar

14
-M
ar

15
-M
ar

16
-M
ar

17
-M
ar

18
-M
ar

19
-M
ar

20
-M
ar

21
-M
ar

22
-M
ar

23
-M
ar

24
-M
ar

25
-M
ar

26
-M
ar

27
-M
ar

28
-M
ar

29
-M
ar

30
-M
ar

Daily Comex Copper Spot Prices
March, 2016

http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.metalbulletin.com/events/international-copper-conference/details.html
http://www.metalbulletin.com/events/international-copper-conference/details.html
http://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/menu-eng.html
http://www.citt.gc.ca/
http://www.citt.gc.ca/
http://www.muellerindustries.com/
http://www.muellerindustries.com/
http://www.nibco.com/
file:///\\KAREN-MAC\kmaryanski\Projects\Customer%20Files\ASA%20-%20American%20Supply%20Association\ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest\16-567%20ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest%20April%202016\Customer%20docs\International%20Copper%20Study%20Group%20(ICSG)
file:///\\KAREN-MAC\kmaryanski\Projects\Customer%20Files\ASA%20-%20American%20Supply%20Association\ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest\16-567%20ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest%20April%202016\Customer%20docs\International%20Copper%20Study%20Group%20(ICSG)
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/02/160223074835.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/02/160223074835.htm
http://www.isri.org
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.amm.com


ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   5  © 2016 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

off amid depressed prices.  Rising Comex prices are expected 
to boost flows.

Plastics
As of mid-March, PVC resin producers were said to be 
maintaining a 3¢/lb. price increase thanks, in part, to higher 
export prices.  PVC prices are expected to firm up as the spring 
construction season comes full swing and demand picks up for 
PVC pipe and conduit.

PE resin prices were reported on a slight upward swing 
of 1-2¢/lb. through late March.  PE demand was high, and 
processors are aggressively looking for material amid a tight 
market, according to The Plastics Exchange.  This, after PE 
resins had dropped about a total of 15¢/lb. over the last seven 
months.  The market has appeared to hit bottom.

A similar story appears to be the case for ABS, according 
to Plastics Technology magazine.  ABS prices dropped (2.0-4.0) 
percent through much of the first quarter, following a price 
decline of (5.0-10.0) percent in 4Q 2015, but observers think 
the market has bottomed out.

Scientists have discovered a novel way to make plastic 
from carbon dioxide and inedible plant material, such as 
agricultural waste and grasses.  Researchers at Stanford 
University say the new technology could provide a low-carbon 
alternative to plastic items currently made from petroleum, 
according to ScienceDaily on March 9, 2016/

News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors saw business turn 
around in February, averaging a 5.6 percent increase over 
February, 2015, after several months of decline.  Following 
a (4.3) percent decline in January, February’s performance 
boosted two-month sales 3.6 percent over 2015, according to 
the association’s Monthly Pulse Report.  On a trailing 12-month 
basis, ASA’s PVF distributors realized a 1.8 percent average 
sales gain.  ASA’s PVF distributors were sitting on (1.3) percent 
less inventory, on average, in February, 2016, compared with 
February, 2015.

New construction starts in February advanced 10.0 percent 
compared to the previous month, according to Dodge 
Data & Analytics.  Much of the lift in February came from 

non-building construction, including a $3 billion segment of 
a liquefied natural gas (LNG) export terminal in Texas as well 
as the start of six power plant projects each valued in excess 
of $200 million.  Nonresidential building also helped out in 
February with a 4.0 percent gain.  As a group, the commercial 
building categories increased 15.0 percent, strengthening 
for the third month in a row.  However, residential building in 
February dropped (5.0) percent, following the 5.0 percent 
gain reported in January.  Single-family housing receded 
(3.0) percent, while multifamily housing slipped (8.0) percent 
in February after strengthening 24.0 percent over the 
previous two months.  For the first two months of 2016, total 
construction starts on an unadjusted basis were down (16.0) 
percent from the same period a year ago.

U.S. architecture firms reported a modest recovery in 
billings in February, following a small dip in January.  The 
AIA’s Architecture Billings Index (ABI) was 50.3 for the month, 
on the heels of a 49.6 reading in January.  New project 
inquiries recorded more significant growth, increasing to 59.5 
in February from 55.3 in January.  New design contracts also 
pointed to solid growth ahead in design activity, increasing 
almost a full point to 51.7 for the month.

Numerous trade associations have banded together as the 
Manufacturers for Trade Enforcement, a coalition of 13 trade 
associations across several industries opposed to China being 
declared a market economy by the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) as opposed to one heavily subsidized.  The trade groups 
banding together include MSCI, AISI, SMA, the Aluminum 
Association, AWPA, the Committee on Pipe & Tube Imports, 
ISRI and others.

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.
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
January

2016
February

2016
% Change

% Change
February

2015

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 303.3 302.8 -0.2 1.4

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 334.6 332.9 -0.5 1.3

Ball valves 1149-0202 373.6 373.6 0.0 1.4

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 209.2 209.1 0.0 1.7

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 222.5 221.7 -0.4 0.8

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 294.4 N/A N/A N/A

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 320.2 320.2 0.0 1.7

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 283.1 282.8 -0.1 1.1

Automatic valves 1149-0211 172.8 173.0 0.1 2.0

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 214.7 211.1 -1.7 -14.8

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 78.5 77.1 -1.8 -19.7

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 98.7 92.8 -6.0 -6.9

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 98.6 96.8 -1.8 -4.3

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 288.3 288.7 0.1 -1.6

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 163.0 161.1 -1.2 -11.1

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 101.6 101.4 -0.2 -7.6

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 148.1 146.6 -1.0 -1.5

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.4 295.3 0.0 0.0

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

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.3 147.3 0.0 0.7

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 223.7 223.7 0.0 0.8

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.0 276.5 0.2 -0.1

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 173.8 174.3 0.3 1.0

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 351.3 354.9 1.0 2.9

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 333.6 338.0 1.3 4.8

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 220.8 222.6 0.8 1.7

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.5 98.2 -0.3 0.2

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


