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Is Copper Good To Eat?
You won’t find it in any award-winning recipes, but according 
to ScienceDaily, researchers at the U.S. Department of Energy’s 
Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory (Berkeley Lab) and at 
the University of California, Berkeley, have found that copper 
plays a key role in metabolizing fat, which is potentially helpful 
to reducing obesity.  It is also known that a tiny amount of 
copper is needed to form red blood cells, absorb iron, develop 
connective tissue and support the immune system, and just 
a few months ago, this Digest drew attention, once again, to 
copper’s well-known, anti-bacterial qualities.

Before you go sprinkling the red metal on your salad, corrosion 
from copper plumbing is known to leave a slight, bitter, 
medicinal taste to the water.  According to some health officials, 
a level of copper at around 1.3 milligrams per liter can be toxic 
to aquarium fish and may give a slight greenish tint to light-
colored hair.  When copper gets well above that level, around 
50 times more, it can lead to stomach cramps and other health 
issues.  However, this latest research suggests that in teeny-tiny 
doses, if copper doesn’t kill us, it can make us stronger.

Carbon Steel
Hot-rolled coil prices in the U.S. have tumbled following a 
recent spurt.  The pullback seems related to a U.S. Department 
of Commerce (DOC) decision to impose relatively light duty 
margins against hot-rolled coil imports from Australia, Brazil, 
Japan, South Korea, the Netherlands, Turkey and the United 
Kingdom.  All seven countries were the subject of anti-
dumping investigations, while Brazil, South Korea and Turkey 
faced countervailing duty probes as well.  The seven countries 
targeted in the case account for 67.6 percent of total hot-rolled 
coil imports.

U.S. service center steel shipments decreased by (13.8) 
percent in July from June and (15.2) percent compared to 
July, 2015, according to the Metals Service Center Institute 
(MSCI).  MSCI calculated steel product inventories as down 
(14.5) percent from July a year ago due to lagging shipments.  
Industry observers say weak demand compounded the usual 
summer season slowdown.  From January through July, U.S. 
service centers’ steel shipments dipped (8.1) percent from the 
same period in 2015.

Domestic steel production hits 7-month low.  The week 
ended August 27 saw U.S. steel makers producing the lowest 
output of raw steel since the week of January 9 earlier this 
year.  The 1.642 million net tons produced was down (0.8) 
percent from the previous week and saw mills operating at 
a capacity utilization rate of 70.2 percent, also down from 
72.2 percent the prior week.  For the year through August 
27, U.S. mill production was down a cumulative (1.2) decline 
compared to last year at an average capacity utilization rate of 
72.3 percent for the same period.

U.S. imports of finished steel were up 6.5 percent in July 
from June, according to the American Iron & Steel Institute 
(AISI).  Through seven months of 2016, finished steel imports 
are down (26.0) percent compared to the same period a year 
ago.  Year-to-date, AISI calculated finished steel market share 
at 25.0 percent.

World crude steel production rose 1.4 percent in July 
compared with July, 2015, for the 66 countries reporting 
to the World Steel Association (WSA).  China’s crude steel 
production for July, 2016, increased 2.6 percent compared 
to July, 2015, while U.S. crude steel production dropped (2.2) 
percent in the same comparison.  The crude steel capacity 
utilization ratio of the 66 countries in July, 2016, was 68.3 
percent.  This is the same figure as in July, 2015.  Compared to 
June, 2016, it is (3.7) percentage points lower.

It’s been a wild ride for iron ore.  Spot prices hit a low of 
$39.51 per ton in mid-January, rose by 78.3 percent to $70.46 
per ton four months later, and in August, settled into a trading 
range between $59 and $62 per ton.

Stainless Steel & Alloys

U.S. producers are mostly upping stainless steel 
surcharges for September.  It was in response to higher 
nickel and manganese prices early in August, though the price 
of nickel has dropped rather steeply in recent weeks.  The LME 
cash nickel contract closed August 31 at $9,725 per ton, down 
(4.8) percent from $10,220 per ton a week earlier.  Domestic 
producers are boosting surcharges for Types 201, 304 and 316, 
while Type 430 is heading down due to weaker chrome and 
iron prices.

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/06/160606200439.htm
https://www.lbl.gov/
https://www.lbl.gov/
http://www.berkeley.edu/
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.msci.org
http://www.msci.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.worldsteel.org
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
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Global stainless steel melt shop production increased by 
0.4 percent in the first three months of 2016 compared with 
the same period a year ago, according to the International 
Stainless Steel Forum (ISSF).  This, despite weak global demand.

Ferrochrome spot prices were stagnant due to low activity 
in August, say market sources.  American Metal Market (AMM) 
reported high-carbon ferrochrome selling at 86 to 90 cents per 
pound in its latest assessment, “The fourth consecutive week 
that pricing has been unchanged.”  Low-carbon ferrochrome 
also remained static since July 1, with prices ranging from 
$1.79 to $1.84 per pound.  Raw material costs for ferrochrome 
production have been rising, however, leading some to believe 
it portends an upward tick in prices before long.

Molybdenum spot prices are on the rise, however.  
According to American Metal Market (AMM), ferromolybdenum 
was selling at $8.10 to $8.50 per pound after slipping to $7.60 
to $8 per pound in July.

Tubular Products
OCTG prices inched up an average of 0.7 percent in July 
from June to an average of $1,122 per ton, according to Pipe 
Logix LLC.  Welded OCTG rose 1.2 percent to $1,020 per ton 
in July, while seamless OCTG edged up 0.2 percent to $1,223 
per ton.  The averages disguise significant pricing volatility 
within various products.  Pipe Logix said its line pipe index was 
unchanged at an average of $1,154 per ton in July.

Distributor sentiment is on the rise as the energy tubulars 
market finally may have bottomed out.  The Pipe Logix 
OCTG distributor sentiment index was at 58 in July, the second 

month in a row it had reached that level.  Anything above 
50 indicates growth.  Similarly, the National Association of 
Steel Pipe Distributors (NASPD), representing mainly line pipe 
interests, rose two points in July to 56.

OCTG inventories have declined to the 9-10 month range 
from 12-13 months last year, although this is still around 
double what is considered normal, according to American 
Metal Market (AMM).

The Baker Hughes Rotary Rig Count of U.S. drilling rigs 
reached 489 the week of August 26, a 21.0 percent increase 
from its historic low of 404 in early May but down around 75.0 
percent from highs reached in 2014.  As oil prices crept up 
to the $50 a barrel level in mid-summer, some shale drillers 
took the bait and became active again.  This has caused 
many observers to worry that they will only increase crude oil 
supplies to the point where oil heads back down again.

Second quarter financial reports from leading North 
American energy tubulars producers paint a stark picture 
of how bad is the market.  Evraz, for instance, reported a (37.8) 
percent drop in North American tubular production in the 
second quarter compared with the first.

U.S. Court of International Trade forces OCTG anti-dumping 
reductions.  The U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) has 
reduced anti-dumping margins on OCTG imports from South 
Korea to a range of 3.98-6.49 percent from a previous range of 
9.89-15.75 percent.  The reductions follow an appeal by Korean 
producers to the U.S. Court of International Trade.

Line pipe prices may be impacted upward by a high 
countervailing duty of 57.04 percent assigned to hot-

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,974,162 5,927,945 2,579,454 -56.5% -9.2%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,701,527 1,157,407 436,258 -62.3% -22.6%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,935,777 1,386,487 367,357 -73.5% -25.7%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 3,006,272 1,746,148 1,132,888 -35.1% 31.5%

Welded OCTG 927,680 815,117 105,019 -87.1% -40.3%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,243,349 744,182 454,725 -38.9% 18.4%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 449,469 270,951 135,595 -50.0% -3.2%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 410,133 225,213 194,580 -13.6% -1.7%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 620,295 343,099 269,048 -21.6% 12.7%

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

http://www.worldstainless.org
http://www.worldstainless.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com
http://www.pipe-logix.com/
http://www.naspd.com/
http://www.naspd.com/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://gis.bakerhughesdirect.com/Reports/StandardReport.aspx
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.cit.uscourts.gov/
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rolled coil imports from South Korea’s Posco Ltd.  The U.S. 
Department of Commerce (DOC) ruled that the South Korean 
government was subsidizing Posco.  The high duty may force 
Posco from the U.S. market.

Weldbend and Boltex have asked the U.S. Commerce 
Department to postpone its preliminary countervailing 
duty determination for Indian finished carbon steel flanges, 
originally scheduled for September 23.  The postponement is 
necessary “to permit the department sufficient time to receive, 
analyze and comment on the questionnaire responses prior to the 
preliminary determination,” wrote attorneys for the petitioners.  
Weldbend and Boltex say that India subsidizes its carbon 
steel flange industry at above de minimis levels and dump at 
margins as high as 37.84 percent.  The trade case also includes 
an anti-dumping investigation of goods from Italy and Spain.

Copper

Copper prices gently skidded in August, dropping steadily 
from $2.22 per pound on the second trading day to $2.09 on 
the last, a decline of around (6.0) percent.  Copper’s all-time 
high of $4.58 was reached in February, 2011, and its record low 
was $1.94 last January.

The global refined copper market showed a seasonally 
adjusted production deficit of around 24,000 metric tons 
(t) in May, 2016, according to preliminary data from the 
International Copper Study Group (ICSG).  ICSG data shows 
the refined copper balance for the first five months of 2016, 
including revisions to data previously presented, indicates a 

seasonally adjusted deficit of about 181,000 t. In the first five 
months of 2016, world apparent refined usage is estimated to 
have increased by around 5.0 percent (510,000 t) compared 
with that in the same period of 2015, mainly due to strong 
Chinese apparent demand.  World mine production is 
estimated to have increased by around 4.0 percent (345,000 t) 
in the first five months of 2016, compared with production in 
the same period of 2015.  The average world refinery capacity 
utilization rate for the first five months of 2016 increased to 
83.5 percent from 82.2 percent in the same period of 2015.

Despite moribund copper pricing at present, many analysts 
believe that global production deficits will eventually cause the 
red metal to shoot upward in pricing.  A strong pickup in the 
Chinese and/or U.S. economies will likely trigger a sudden surge.

Scrap
Ferrous scrap prices were reported to be largely stable over 
the summer, to which one observer remarked, “Limited supply 
coupled with limited demand.”  Most market participants expect 
more of the same in September.

Key customer Turkey was reported back to buying U.S. 
ferrous scrap in late August after weeks of inactivity owing 
partly to economics and maybe as much to geopolitical 
wrangling in the aftermath of the foiled Turkish coup attempt 
in mid-July.  In the end, economics appears to be winning out 
over politics as Turkish buyers have gotten back into the swing 
due to low prices.

The stainless scrap market spent most of August also 
moving essentially sideways, although the market turned 
down toward month’s end as nickel prices dropped.  Buyers 
watched nickel climb back over $10,000 a ton on the London 
Metal Exchange (LME) in early and mid-August before 
dropping to the $9,700 range by month’s end. 

Pretty much the same story holds for copper scrap, which 
has been heading downward in phase with Comex copper 
pricing coupled with soft demand.  Buyers are mostly waiting 
on the sidelines for a clear signal whether to buy low or wait 
for even lower tags.

Plastics
Polyethylene resin prices were reported flat through July, 
and August prices were expected to be firmer, according to 
a contributor for the September issue of Plastics Technology 
magazine.  The assessment warned of the potential for 
“decreases on the order of 3-5¢/lb. this fall.”  HDPE for all 
processes was reported available in limited quantities.

PVC resin prices gained about 2¢/lb. in July, after moving 
up a total of 6¢/lb. in March and April.  Strong construction 
activity boosted prices about in the summer months.  Another 
analyst for Plastics Technology magazine noted that a 
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shortage of export resin material might put upward pressure 
on domestic prices, though lower crude oil prices could push 
in the opposite direction.

U.S. PVC pipe and tubing sales were up more than 7.0 
percent in the first half of 2016, according to Plastics News.  
It’s mainly due to the rebounding housing market, which is 
on track for around 1.2 million housing starts this year, almost 
a 10.0 percent increase.  More than 60.0 percent of domestic 
PVC sales went into construction markets in the first half.

News of Note
R.I.P. Fred Keenan.  Industry legend Fred Keenan passed 
away on August 17, just two weeks shy of his 102nd birthday.  
Founder of Southern California’s Keenan Pipe & Supply Co., 
now part of Hajoca, he was a former President of the American 
Supply Association (ASA) and the industry’s highest honor, the 
Fred V. Keenan Lifetime Achievement Award, bears his name 
and recognizes those individuals who have distinguished 
themselves by serving to build a better industry . Mr. Keenan’s 
daughter, Susan Nyby, has asked that donations be made in 
Mr. Keenan’s name to either the ASA Education Foundation’s 
Karl E. Neupert Endowment Fund or his local community 
charity, The Glendale Community Free Health Clinic, 134 North 
Kenwood St., Glendale, California, 91206. 

ASA launches careers initiative.  Motivated by last year’s 
national labor study that predicted the staggering loss of 
50,000 current industry employees over the next 10 years, 
the American Supply Association (ASA) has launched an 
aggressive national campaign to attract the nation’s secondary 
and post-secondary students to career opportunities 
throughout the Plumbing-Heating-Cooling-Piping (PHCP) and 
industrial Pipe-Valve-Fitting (PVF) industry.

On September 7th, ASA launched a multi-tiered campaign 
to nearly 40,000 high school, college and technical schools 
seeking opportunities to address students about the wide 
range of career opportunities that exist throughout the PHCP-
PVF industry.  Through monthly e-marketing, advertising 
and personal contact to these 40,000 educators and career 
counselors, the leadership of ASA is seeking to create a 
pipeline for the future that will overcome the projected loss of 
a current labor force retiring over the next ten years.  “Creating 
consistent outreach to guidance counselors and other influential 
educators can invoke great interest about lifelong career 
opportunities for our nation’s emerging labor force,” said Bill 
Erfort, ASA’s staff liaison spearheading this effort.

Reaching out to schools to create demand is only one facet of 
the aggressive careers campaign.  The next step in the process 
is to engage ASA members to reach out to local institutions in 
their markets and seek opportunities to connect with students.  
“We are creating an impressive push-pull effort that we believe will 
create demand for career opportunities in our industry,” said Erfort.

Over the past year, ASA has built a foundation to attract 
students.  A portal from ASA to its membership has been 
created that connects job seekers to career openings 
on member websites.  Every member of ASA has been 
encouraged to establish a “Career Button” on their website, so 
as ASA directs job seekers to members’ homepages, a student 
can easily connect.  In addition, first-class marketing materials 
have been developed for use at career events in the form 
of the Career Day Kit.  The kit contains everything needed 
to successfully attend a career day and engage students.  
Materials included in the kit are a pop-up promotional banner, 
informational brochures for job seekers, a how-to-guide and 
giveaways to create interest in our industry long after the 
event is complete.

For more information about this exciting campaign or to order 
the Career Day Kit, visit the ASA Careers website at www.asa.
net/Careers, or contact Bill Erfort at 630-467-0000, ext. 212, 
and careers@asa.net.

Summer doldrums hit ASA’s industrial PVF distributors in 
July, with sales plunging (15.8) percent on average compared 
with July, 2015.  This followed four, consecutive months of 
healthy gains, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse 
Report.  The decline may be partly an aberration due to a 
relatively small sampling (15 members) and skewed by some 
gigantic losses by a few firms in the lower quartile, which 
registered an average loss of (35.4) percent.  On a trailing 
12-month basis, ASA’s industrial PVF distributors were up 3.7 
percent in sales on average.  For the calendar year through 
July, sales were 4.6 percent higher than the similar period of 
2015.  ASA’s industrial PVF distributors’ inventory levels were 
virtually even in July, 2016, compared with July, 2015. 

Business slows for industrial suppliers, too.  The August ISA 
Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply 
Association (ISA) showed that the Manufacturer Index and the 
Distributor Index both fell below 50 for the first time in 2016, 
indicating a contracting economy.  The ISA Manufacturer Index 
decreased to 48.6 in July from 59.1 in June.  Meanwhile, the ISA 
Distributor Index decreased to 44.9 in July compared to 60.4 in 
June.  For each index, a reading above 50.0 percent indicates 
expansion, while a reading below 50.0 percent indicates 
contraction.  “Business appeared to have suffered as a result of 
two fewer working days in July, 2016, compared to July, 2015,” 
said Bryon Shafer, general manager of ASG Industrial and 
chair of ISA’s Strategic Information Committee.  “However, that 
serves as only a partial explanation for the slowdown.  Member 
comments indicated that the July results were the lowest in 
several years.”

Contract value for new construction starts in July fell (2.0) 
percent from the previous month, according to Dodge 
Data & Analytics, due mainly to declines in non-building 
construction.  Nonresidential building grew 4.0 percent in 
July following its 7.0 percent gain in June, while residential 
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building in July increased 3.0 percent, rebounding after a 
(3.0) percent decline reported in June.  Multifamily housing 
provided the upward push, rising 9.0 percent, thanks in large 
measure to eight multifamily projects valued at $100 million 
or more.  Single-family housing advanced 1.0 percent in July.  
During the first seven months of 2016, total construction 
starts on an unadjusted basis were down (11.0) percent from 
the same period a year ago.  Nonresidential building value 
dropped (18.0) percent year-to-date, with commercial building 
down (7.0) percent, institutional building down (12.0) percent 
and manufacturing building down (66.0) percent.  Residential 
building was the one major sector to show a seven-month 
year-to-date increase, rising 2.0 percent with single-family 
housing up 7.0 percent, while multifamily housing retreated 
(9.0) percent. 

U.S. architecture firms continued to report solid business 
conditions in July.  The AIA’s Architecture Billings Index (ABI) 
was 51.5 for the month, down somewhat from the pace of 
growth of the prior two months but just above the average 
score over the first six months of the year.  New project 
inquiries fell somewhat from their pace of growth in June but 
remained at healthy levels.

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
June
2016

July
2016

% Change
% Change

July
2015

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 308.4 308.1 -0.1 2.1

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 337.5 337.0 -0.1 0.9

Ball valves 1149-0202 393.4 393.0 -0.1 5.5

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 209.1 209.1 0.0 0.8

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 221.6 221.6 0.0 0.7

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 296.9 296.9 0.0 1.4

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 323.3 323.2 0.0 2.2

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 287.1 286.9 -0.1 1.2

Automatic valves 1149-0211 173.9 173.9 0.0 2.2

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 214.6 226.4 5.5 0.0

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 N/A 82.5 N/A -4.2

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 84.1 85.7 1.9 -7.3

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 86.7 89.0 2.7 -9.5

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 288.0 287.5 -0.2 -2.5

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 161.7 176.6 9.2 -4.1

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 102.1 103.5 1.4 -5.4

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 146.8 146.8 0.0 -0.5

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.7 295.7 0.0 0.1

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

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 147.6 147.6 0.0 0.2

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 224.2 224.2 0.0 1.0

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 264.0 264.0 0.0 -3.4

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 163.8 163.8 0.0 -4.5

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 355.8 355.8 0.0 1.3

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 337.9 337.9 0.0 1.3

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 223.5 223.5 0.0 1.2

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 100.4 100.4 0.0 1.5

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


