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More Evidence of Copper’s Anti-Bacterial 
Qualities
The copper industry has long promoted the red metal’s anti-
bacterial properties, and considerable research has proven 
that it’s not a myth.  According to ScienceDaily, new research 
from the University of Southampton in Great Britain suggests 
that copper surfaces can destroy the highly infectious 
MRSA and MSSA bacteria that plague hospitals and health 
care facilities worldwide.  Touch surfaces made from solid 
antimicrobial copper are already used by hospitals, schools, 
mass transit hubs, sports facilities and offices around the 
world to reduce the spread of infections.

Carbon Steel
Global steel prices have been rallying since April, and this 
has reverberated in most steel markets.  The MEPS world-all-
products composite steel price surged by 9.2 percent in April, 
its fourth consecutive increase, and reached its highest point 
since September, 2015.  Meantime, American Metal Market 
(AMM) reported, “U.S. flat-rolled steel prices are shooting up 
at a pace not seen since at least the market’s peak in 2008, 
according to industry sources.” 

American Metal Market’s (AMM) latest price assessment 
for hot-rolled coil shot up 13.2 percent to around 
$600 per ton.  AMM pegged prices for hot-rolled coil, the 
“mother’s milk” of tubular products, up 69.0 percent from 
their December low and on par with levels seen at the start 
of January, 2015.  Imported hot-rolled coil is approaching 
parity with domestic prices in the $540 to $580 per ton range 
in mid-May, according to AMM, though many observers 
expect import prices to level off or even sag.  Mills reportedly 
are reluctant to cut deals in the strong market, “making hay 
while the sun shines,” as the old saying goes.  “Despite the big 
rally, prices are only now returning to averages seen in healthy 
markets in the past,” according to AMM.  “In 2014, for example, 
hot-rolled coil prices averaged $657.80 per ton.”

Alas, some steel industry analysts attribute the price 
gains to reduction in supply rather than a surge in demand, 
which would indicate more favorable economic conditions.  
By this reckoning, both domestic producers and importers 
are cutting back in response to sluggish demand, while 
distributors are focused on drawing down inventories.  
Production is sensitive to price upticks, however, so a self-
correcting mechanism may already be in play.

The correction may already be underway as steel price 
increases meet resistance from buyers. U.S. service center 
steel shipments decreased by (6.3) percent from April, 2015, 
and steel product inventories decreased (19.3) percent from 
April a year ago, according to the Metals Service Center 
Institute (MSCI).  U.S. service centers’ steel shipments for the 
first four months of the year have now dipped (8.5) percent, 
according to MSCI data.

The U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) has 
launched a Section 337 investigation of certain carbon 
and alloy steel products from China in response to a 
complaint from U.S. Steel Corp.  The complaint alleges 
violations of Section 337 of the Tariff Act of 1930, alleging 
(1) a conspiracy to fix prices and control output and export 
volumes, in violation of Section 1 of the Sherman Act; (2) the 
misappropriation and use of U.S. Steel’s trade secrets; and (3) 
the false designation of origin or manufacturer, in violation 
of the Lanham Act.  USITC has not yet made any decision 
on the merits of the case.  Within 45 days after starting the 
investigation, the USITC will set a target date for completing 

China’s daily crude steel output hit a record high in April, 
up 0.5 percent year on year, according to data released by 
China’s National Bureau of Statistics.  During the first four 
months of this year, China’s production of crude steel fell (2.3) 
percent from the corresponding period last year, while the 
country’s finished steel output registered a slight 0.2 percent 
increase.  The declines offered mild relief to global overcapacity, 
but those hopes were dashed with the latest increases.

World crude steel production decreased (0.5) percent 
in April compared with April, 2015, for the 66 countries 
reporting to the World Steel Association (WSA).  U.S. 
production increased by 2.5 percent compared to April, 2015.  
The crude steel capacity utilization ratio of the 66 countries 
in April, 2016, was 71.5 percent.  This was 1.3 percentage 
points lower than April, 2015.  Compared to March, 2016, it 
was 0.8 percentage points higher.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Surcharges for nickel-bearing stainless grades are 
moving up in June, marking the third straight month of 
increases.  According to American Metal Market (AMM), Type 
201, 304 and 316 gained an average of 6.8 percent, 6.9 
percent and 13.2 percent, respectively, among the four large 
domestic stainless mills.  Iron-heavy Type 430 showed an 
average increase of 7.0 percent.

Nickel prices hit a 13-year low on February 11th on the 
London Metal Exchange (LME) at $7,710 per ton, and then 
rose to $9,390 on May 4th before dropping back to $8,375 as 
of this writing in late-May.  The global nickel market showed 
a deficit of 8,100 tons in January, according to data from 
the International Nickel Study Group (INSG).  Some market 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/02/160223074835.htm
http://www.meps.co.uk/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.msci.org
http://www.msci.org
http://usitc.gov/
https://www.usitc.gov/press_room/us337.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smoot%E2%80%93Hawley_Tariff_Act
https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/competition-guidance/guide-antitrust-laws/antitrust-laws
http://www.uspto.gov/sites/default/files/trademarks/law/Trademark_Statutes.pdf
http://www.stats.gov.cn/enGliSH/
http://www.worldsteel.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.lme.com
http://www.insg.org/
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analysts expect that deficit to grow by around tenfold by the 
end of 2016 and again in 2017.

Worldwide crude stainless steel production decreased 
by (0.3) percent in 2015 from a peak reached the prior year.  
London-based MEPS International, Ltd. predicted that output 
will gain 1.1 percent in 2016 towards a new, all-time high.

Ferrovanadium prices continue to recover, with the 
spot market crossing the $10-per-pound mark for the first 
time since last July, according to American Metal Market 
(AMM).  Spot prices are now up an average 72.8 percent since 
the start of the year.  Molybdenum prices are also moving 
up in North America, with molybdic oxide assessed by AMM 
at $6.30 to $6.40 per pound versus $5.70 to $6 per pound 
previously.  AMM pegged high-carbon ferromanganese at 
gaining around $10 on the low end of range to trade at $800 
to $830 per long ton.

Global production of molybdenum slowed in 2015, 
declining about (11.0) percent from the prior year, 
according to the International Molybdenum Association 
(IMOA). Tim Outteridge, IMOA’s Secretary-General, blamed 
“the impact of the oil price drop and its associated effects, 

with both production and use slowing from record highs in 
2014.  Despite a disappointing year, the long-term forecast for 
demand is still buoyant.”

Tubular Products
OCTG prices snapped a 17-month losing streak, with 
prices edging up 0.5 percent in May to an average of 
$1,117, according to Tulsa-based Pipe Logix LLC.  Seamless 
prices gained 0.3 percent in May to an average $1,230 per 
ton, while welded pipe went up 0.6 percent to $1,004 per ton 
on average.  The increase was in response to price increases 
of $75-85 a ton announced by various OCTG producers in 
attempting to pass along the jump in steel coil prices.  The 
price increase also reflects a steep decline in OCTG supplies, 
which Pipe Logix pegged as dropping by (68.0) percent in 
the last 12 months.  Demand is still in the dumps, however, 
as drilling rigs in the U.S. plummeted from 1,858 at a peak in 
2014 to merely 404 as of May 27th.

Line pipe prices dropped in April, losing (2.1) percent on 
average to $1,175 per ton, according to Pipe Logix LLC.  Pipe 
Logix’s import line pipe index inched up for the second 
consecutive month in April, rising by 0.6 percent to an 
average of $904 per ton, largely due to a 7.0 percent gain in 
average prices for ERW pipe.  The domestic index, however, 
was down (3.7) percent to an average of $1,445 per ton.

Some 77 North American energy companies have now 
declared bankruptcy since the start of 2015, according 
to The Wall Street Journal on May 26, 2016.  Worldwide, 
around 175 oil-and-gas producers are in danger of declaring 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,974,162 3,431,031 1,316,433 -61.6% -9.4%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,701,527 623,656 218,844 -64.9% -22.7%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,935,777 911,506 232,533 -74.5% -25.7%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 3,006,272 862,573 547,336 -36.5% 31.4%

Welded OCTG 927,680 612,637 58,289 -90.5% -40.4%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,243,349 383,980 212,239 -44.7% 17.0%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 449,469 148,256 66,242 -55.3% -3.0%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 410,133 117,561 89,772 -23.6% -1.6%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 620,295 171,255 136,002 -20.6% 11.0%

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

http://www.meps.co.uk/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.imoa.info/
http://www.imoa.info/
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.wsj.com/articles/sandridge-energy-files-for-bankruptcy-protection-1463404621
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bankruptcy, with another 160 companies in worrisome 
straits.  Many oil-patch manufacturers and distributors have 
corresponding worries about getting paid. 

Preliminary anti-dumping duties have been placed on 
welded stainless pipe imports from India by the U.S. 
Department of Commerce (DOC).  Steamline Industries was 
hit with the maximum 18.90 percent dumping margin, while 
Sunrise Stainless and Sun Mark Stainless (collectively Sunrise) 
received a de minimis dumping margin of 1.91 percent.  All 
other Indian producers and exporters received a preliminary 
dumping margin of 18.90 percent.  A final determination 
by DOC is expected by September 17th.  The anti-dumping 
petition was filed last September by Bristol Metals, Felker 
Brothers, Marcegaglia USA, and Outokumpu Stainless Pipe.

Despite the severe energy slump, domestic OCTG 
capacity will get further boosts from a couple of pipe mills 
that are in the works.  Chinese producer Tianjin Pipe Group 
Corp. (TPCO) is scheduled to complete by the end of 2016 
its 500,000-ton-per-year seamless pipe mill in Corpus Christi, 
Texas, a plant that cost TPCO some $1 billion.   Also, OCT 
Pipe is planning to open its seamless OCTG plant in Norfolk, 
Nebraska, in 2017.  The plant is expected to make about 
545,000 tons of OCTG casing between 5 and 10.5 inches and 
tubing between 2.375 and 5 inches.

Copper

After rallying for a couple of months, copper is on the 
decline again.  The Comex reached its high of $2.26/lb. 
on the first trading day of May, and then spent most of 
the month hovering around the $2.10 mark.  Many market 
players see continuing sluggishness in the copper market for 
the foreseeable future.

The global refined copper market for February, 2016, 
showed a seasonally adjusted production deficit of 23,000 
tons (t), according to preliminary data from the International 
Copper Study Group (ICSG).  The refined copper balance 
for the first two months of 2016, including revisions to data 
previously presented, indicates a seasonally adjusted deficit 
of about 1,000 t.  This compares with a seasonally adjusted 
surplus of about 70,000 t for the same period of 2015 . As 
of the end of April, copper stocks held at the major metal 
exchanges (LME, COMEX, SHFE) increased 23.0 percent from 
stocks held at the end of December, 2015. 

Scrap
American Metal Market’s (AMM) Midwest ferrous scrap 
indices registered a third, consecutive gain in May as 
steady demand from flat-rolled producers worked to lift 
prices.  No. 1 busheling was up 12.6 percent, shredded scrap 
gained 7.5 percent and No. 1 heavy melt prices increased 8.8 
percent, on average.

Stainless steel scrap prices continued in the doldrums due 
to slack demand and slumping nickel prices as May unfolded.  
Demand was expected to pick up.

Copper scrap prices are being buoyed by lingering 
material shortages, even as the Comex keeps dropping.  
Buyers are taking advantage of fierce competition from both 
domestic suppliers and imports.

Plastics
Plastic pipe producers and distributors are disheartened 
by Flint’s refusal to accept JM Eagle’s offer to provide 
millions of dollars’ worth of free polyethylene service lines 
to replace its aging lead pipes that have caused widespread 
contamination of household water supplies.  Plastic pipe 
proponents point out that PE is the No. 1 pipe material 
in Europe and the only pipe material installed in England 
because it is durable, economical and flexible enough for 
trenchless installation.  Flint, Michigan, is only allowing 
copper service lines, due to which the plastic pipe industry 
deems “plastophobia” according to Plastics News on May 26th.

Polyethylene resin prices moved up 4¢/lb. in 
April, following a 5¢/lb. increase in March, according to the 
June, 2016, issue of Plastics Technology magazine.  Some 
suppliers were seeking higher prices for May, but traders 
were reluctant to take on inventory at what was perceived as 
peak pricing.

PVC resin prices rose a total of 4¢/lb. in April and May, 
following a 3¢/lb. increase in March.  PVC orders were 
strong in April and early May, an indication of an uptick in 
demand related to the onset of prime construction season 
coupled with pre-buying due to rising prices, according to 
one industry expert.
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News of Note
ASA’s industrial PVF distributors saw business grow at a 
slower pace in April, averaging a 2.3 percent increase over 
April, 2015, following two strong months of 5.0+ percent 
increases, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report.  
On a trailing 12-month basis, ASA’s industrial PVF distributors 
realized a slight 1.2 percent average sales gain.  On average, 
they were sitting on (3.0) percent less inventory in April, 
2016, compared with April, 2015.

Industrial manufacturers and distributors saw slower 
growth in May. The May ISA Economic Indicator Report (EIR) 
from the Industrial Supply Association (ISA) showed the ISA 
Manufacturer Index decreased to 55.5 in April from 66.6 in 
March.  Meanwhile, the ISA Distributor Index decreased to 
57.5 in April compared to 65.3 in March.  For each index, a 
reading above 50.0 percent indicates expansion, while a 
reading below 50.0 percent indicates contraction.

The value of new construction starts in April fell (8.0) 
percent from the previous month to a seasonally adjusted 
annual rate of $608.3 billion, according to Dodge Data & 
Analytics.  Nonresidential building pulled back (19.0) percent 
following the 26.0 percent hike reported for March due to the 
start of several large transportation terminal projects plus 
several large hotel and casino projects.  Residential building 
also slipped (8.0) percent in April due to a slower pace for 
multifamily housing, down (26.0) percent.  Single-family 

housing value remained essentially unchanged from March.  
Through the first four months of 2016, total construction 
starts on an unadjusted basis were down (12.0) percent from 
the same period a year ago.  On a 12-month moving basis, 
total construction starts ending April, 2016, versus the 12 
months ending April, 2015, were down (3.0) percent with 
nonresidential building down (17.0) percent and residential 
building, up 12.0 percent.

Architecture firms reported slow growth in their billings 
for April. The AIA’s Architecture Billings Index (ABI) was 50.6 
for the month, just about exactly the average for the first 
three months of the year.  The score for new project inquiries 
fell to 56.9 from 58.1 in March, but the new design contracts 
index jumped to 54.3 in April, its highest reading since last 
summer.

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
March
2016

April
2016

% Change
% Change

April
2015

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 307.1 308.4 0.4 2.5

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 335.4 339.1 1.1 2.4

Ball valves 1149-0202 391.7 391.5 -0.1 5.1

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 209.1 209.1 0.0 1.7

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 221.7 221.7 0.0 0.8

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 N/A 296.9 N/A 1.4

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 320.2 322.0 0.6 1.8

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 286.0 286.9 0.3 1.2

Automatic valves 1149-0211 173.4 173.8 0.2 2.1

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 212.8 214.9 1.0 -8.3

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 77.8 79.0 1.5 -12.7

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 92.8 93.3 0.5 -0.6

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 94.5 93.2 -1.4 -7.2

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 287.6 288.5 0.3 -1.9

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 168.1 165.9 -1.3 -13.3

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 98.4 98.7 0.3 -9.1

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 146.0 146.0 0.0 -2.3

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.5 295.5 0.0 0.0

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 N/A 246.1 N/A 0.1

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.3 147.3 0.0 0.0

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 222.0 222.2 0.1 0.1

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 276.5 276.5 0.0 1.3

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 174.3 174.3 0.0 1.8

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 355.8 355.8 0.0 3.3

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 338.0 338.0 0.0 4.8

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 223.5 223.5 0.0 2.2

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 98.2 98.2 0.0 -0.6

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


