
Materials 
Market 
Digest©

For October, 2017  
Jim Olsztynski, Editor

© 2017, American Supply Association.  All rights reserved.

The ASA Materials Market Digest© is published monthly as a member service of the American Supply Association.  Its contents are 
solely for informational purposes and any use thereof or reliance thereon is at the sole and independent discretion and responsibility of 
the reader.  While the information contained in this report is believed to be accurate as of the date of publication, ASA and the author 
disclaim any and all warranties, express or implied, as to its accuracy and completeness.



2  |  ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST © 2017 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

What’s Going on With 232?
It is a story that has been largely buried in the business media. 
The U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC)  investigation into 
applying tariffs under Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 
1962, citing national security, was supposed to be concluded at 
the end of June. Now, there is no timetable, which leads many 
to believe the tariff threat has passed.

Not so fast, say some analysts. The delay reflects not so much 
a loss of interest but rather the sheer complexity of the 
investigation. Testimony has been collected from a myriad 
business interests that would be either protected or harmed 
by steel tariffs. Predictably, no consensus has been reached. 
Some expect tariffs to eventually be applied dependent on the 
volume of imports, but that’s just educated guesswork.

By law the Secretary of Commerce has 270 days to complete 
his report, which extends to January, 2018. Some thought 
that Section 232 action (or non-action) will be announced 
in November, which coincides with a G20 timetable for 
policy solutions to combat the global steel glut. However, 
on September 26th, Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross, in a TV 
interview, said that a 232 decision has been placed on the 
backburner while the Administration and Congress tackle tax 
reform. Care to make wagers with anyone who thinks that will 
get done by November?

Even though much of the business world has shrugged off 232, 
any celebration, one way or the other, is premature.

Carbon Steel
Hot-rolled coil prices started dropping in September after 
a four-month run-up. American Metal Market’s (AMM) most 
recent hot-rolled coil index of $598.80 per ton is down from 
around $630 at the beginning of the month, and lead times are 
averaging three to four weeks. According to AMM, a six-week 
waiting period is generally needed to support higher prices. Mill 
attempts to pass along rising costs have failed. Some observers 
also attribute the slowdown to early summer stock buildups in 
anticipation of Section 232 tariffs that failed to materialize.

China’s hot-rolled coil exports also started to drop in price 
in late September, the first time in four months for downward 
movement. A slowdown in domestic demand reverberated 
through that country’s supply chain.

Finished steel import permit applications in August fell 
(7.7) percent from July, but they were up 16.5 percent through 
the first seven eight months of the year compared to the same 
period of 2016, according to the American Iron & Steel Institute 
(AISI). The estimated finished steel import market share in 
August was 27.0 percent and was 28.0 percent year-to-date.

U.S. service center steel shipments in August,, 2017, 
increased by 2.7 percent from August, 2016, according to the 
Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI). Steel product inventories 
decreased (1.9) percent from August a year ago. For the first 
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eight months of the year, U.S. steel product shipments gained 
3.2 percent over the same period in 2016. Inventory levels 
for MSCI members gained 2.1 percent in August over July 
(2.5 months’ supply) but were (1.9) percent below the level 
recorded in August, 2016.

World crude steel production gained 6.3 percent in August 
compared with August, 2016, for the 67 countries reporting 
to the World Steel Association (WorldSteel). The crude steel 
capacity utilization ratio of the 67 countries in August, 2017, 
was 72.2 percent. This was 3.3 percentage points higher than 
August, 2016. Compared to July, 2017, it was (0.2) percentage 
points lower.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
U.S. stainless steel prices rose higher in September due to 
increases in both base prices and surcharges - hikes that largely 
stuck with buyers. Fast-rising nickel prices early in the month 
(above $12,000 per ton on the LME) gave impetus to sellers, 
along with a strengthening stainless steel market and some 
nickel mine production difficulties. However, as the month 
drew to a close, falling nickel prices put a halt to the upward 
momentum, and some believe recently announced base price 
increases may be hard to hold. Others argue differently; see 
next item.

More upward movement is expected by some analysts as 
top domestic producers NAS, Outokumpu Coil Americas and 
ATI announced base price increases for flat-rolled products 
effective with November 1st shipments. MEPS International, 
Ltd. believes that stainless prices will continue to go up in the 
longer term due to rising raw material costs. MEPS pegged 
the world average price for 304 cold-rolled coil as 8.4 percent 
higher in August compared with August, 2016, and predicts 
that by August, 2018, the market will jump another 16.0 
percent in price.

A U.S. appeals court has upheld a Section 337 ban on 
Indian stainless steel producer Viraj Profiles Ltd. An order 
issued by the U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) 
requires Viraj to stop importing, marketing and selling its 
stainless steel products in the U.S. for 16.7 years. The complaint 
stemmed from an accusation that Viraj bribed an ex-employee 
to steal manufacturing trade secrets and customer lists 
from Indiana-based Valbruna Slater Stainless Inc. Section 
337 investigations frequently stem from claims regarding 
intellectual property rights.

The global nickel market was in deficit during January to 
July, 2017, with apparent demand exceeding production by 
35.9 kt. In the whole of 2016, the calculated deficit was 68 kt., 
according to the World Bureau of Metal Statistics. 

Tubular Products
Operations are still returning to normal for Houston-
area pipe manufacturers and distributors following the 
devastation wrought by Hurricane Harvey in late August. 

Most facilities reported less than catastrophic damage from 
the storm and subsequent flooding. The early weeks were 
difficult because many employees were busy with household 
recovery efforts and transportation to work was, in some 
cases, impossible due to flooded roads. Waters have since 
receded, and many operations are close to normal again. Some 
submerged pipe had to be discarded or sold at discount, but 
most product came through the ordeal okay. 

Standard pipe prices are on the rise. Higher input costs and 
the threat of Section 232 action against imports have worked 
in favor of domestic standard pipe producers. EXLTUBE and 
Canada’s Nova Tube both announced $40 a ton increases for 
new orders of A53 Grade B standard pipe. 

Sprinkler prices are also going up, with both Nova Tube and 
Bull Moose Tube announcing prices increases of 5.0 percent in 
September citing increases in hot-rolled coil before HRC started 
falling later in the month. 

The OCTG market remained static in September, according 
to American Metal Market’s (AMM)  assessment of U.S. domestic 
OCTG. AMM pegged domestic J55 casing in a range of $1,050 
to $1,100 per ton fob mill and domestic P110 seamless 
casing selling at $1,300 to $1,570 per ton fob mill. 

Both domestic and import line pipe prices went up in 
September, says American Metal Market (AMM), attributing the 
rise to a perception that demand will be boosted by a growing 
rig count and energy pipeline projects though next year. 
AMM said that domestic X52 ERW line pipe climbed by $20 
to $1,140 per short ton ex-mill from the August assessment, 
while imported X52 ERW line pipe gained about $10 to 
between $890 and $920 per ton. AMM’s pegged imported X42 
line pipe also rising by about $10 in September to a range of 
$860 to $890 per ton. AMM said imported seamless line pipe 
was selling for around the same levels as in August - in a range 
of $1,225 to $1,250 per ton.

The Baker Hughes Rotary Rig Count for 2017 topped out in 
July at 958. It has since been dropped a bit, hitting 940 during 
the week of September 29th, but that is still well above the 
historic low of 404 reached in May, 2016.

Chinese soil pipe fittings are the target of a dumping and 
subsidization investigation by the U.S. International Trade 
Commission (ITC) following a petition by the Cast Iron Soil 
Pipe Institute and its members AB&I Foundry, Charlotte Pipe & 
Foundry and Tyler Pipe. They charge alleged dumping margins of 
92.48 percent. The ITC said China was the source of 98.7 percent 
of all imports of cast iron soil pipe fittings in the 12-month period 
ended June, 2017, and the imports’ average underselling margin 
was (37.2) percent below the domestic sources.

The U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) voted in a 
five-year “sunset” review to retain existing antidumping 
duty orders on imports of carbon and alloy seamless standard, 
line and pressure pipe from Japan and Romania. Also, the ITC 
said it will expedite its five-year “sunset” reviews concerning 
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the antidumping duty orders on stainless steel butt-weld pipe 
fittings from Italy, Malaysia and the Philippines.

South Korean line pipe is being dumped in Canada, according 
to a preliminary finding by the Canada Border Services Agency 
(CBSA). It identified about a dozen grades of line pipe with 
estimated dumping margins as high as 107.2 percent.

Copper

Summer’s copper rally that saw prices rise as high as $3.13/
lb. in early September has fizzled out. Analysts attributed 
earlier gains to Asian fund buying, a growing economy in China 
and a soft dollar, but those elements appear to be giving way to 
weak underlying fundamentals and some economic reversals 
in China. A similar story played out on the LME, where copper 

traded at a three-year high of $6,970 per tonne on September 
5th, but finished the month at $6,405.

The world refined copper balance for the first half of 2017 
indicates a deficit of around 75,000 tonnes (t), according to 
the International Copper Study Group. It was the first deficit 
reported this year by the ICSG despite widespread predictions 
of deficits late last year and into early 2017. Mine production 
difficulties were largely to blame as major copper producers 
lost an estimated 1.85 million tonnes of output in the first eight 
months of 2017 due to strikes, power outages and lower-than-
expected ore grades, Metal Bulletin Research has calculated.

Scrap
The domestic ferrous scrap market has slowed dramatically 
due to oversupply. Steel mills reportedly have plenty of 
inventory on hand, and scrap buyers are sitting on their 
hands awaiting deflated prices. Export markets also are in the 
doldrums with Turkish mills, in particular, driving down the 
price of ferrous scrap. October will likely bring “a frightful price 
correction,” in the words of American Metal Market (AMM).

The U.S. stainless scrap market also saw prices drop from 
early September run-ups. The slide coincides with declining 
nickel prices on the LME, where a high of $12,140 a tonne on 
September 5th had fallen to $10,175 on the last trading day of 
the month.

Most copper and brass scrap was also dropping in sync 
with a declining Comex and LME. Many copper scrap buyers 
guessed wrong and loaded up on inventory when prices were 
rising. Red brass scrap was reported in tight supply and going 
up a little.

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

Annual & Year-To-Date Data (Jan. - Jul. 2017) 2016 YTD 2016 YTD 2017 % Change YTD % Change 2012-16

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,106,277 2,982,739 4,768,442 59.9% -51.9%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 845,781 501,489 714,902 42.6% -67.0%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 806,506 427,357 984,448 130.4% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,646 1,287,260 1,629,266 26.6% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,224 125,890 721,688 473.3% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 896,985 528,288 626,331 18.6% -35.3%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,858 156,488 190,443 21.7% -59.5%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,919 223,604 255,404 14.2% -10.3%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 535,973 313,375 331,671 5.8% -19.5%

Source: U.S. International Trade Commission / U.S. Department of Commerce
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China reportedly has started to enforce some restrictions 
on copper imports, according to Metal Bulletin. In July, China’s 
State Council ordered a reduction of imports of solid waste 
with an outright ban slated to take place in 2019. The run-up 
will include quotes and stricter import rules.

Plastics
Hurricane Harvey put a big crimp on Texas-Louisiana Gulf 
Coast petrochemical operations. PetroChemWire reported 
that Harvey caused some 80.0 percent of Texas’ ethylene 
production to be shut down. Ethylene is the main feedstock 
for PVC. Additionally, much PE and HDPE production had been 
curtailed. While plastic producers have steadily recovered, 
various among them are still plagued by plant damages and, 
even more, transportation snags, including a shortage of 
trucking capacity.

According to PetroChemWire’s PVC & Pipe Report, plumbing 
pipe converters were pricing pipe off of their September 5th 
sheet with no discounts, at $1.65/ft. in the East for 4” Schedule 
40 plain end pipe. The same newsletter reported PVC pipe 
selling in a range of $1.13-$1.20/ft. with distributor discounts in 
most of the country as of late August. Plumbing pipe customers 
were being told to expect another price increase shortly, but 
no new price sheets were issued by press time. A plumbing 
and sewer fittings price increase of 15.0 percent has been 
announced by at least one converter, effective October 31st.  

PVC contract resin prices settled flat for August, but 
suppliers were confident of making stick a 5 cents/lb. (cpp) 
increase as of October 1st. Plant outages caused by Harvey has 
caused considerable tightness in the PVC resin market.

The PE situation was not any better. PetroChemWire said that 
about 25.0 percent of U.S. PE production capacity remained 
offline as of mid-September, while another 30.0 percent of U.S. 
capacity was operating at reduced rates. Thanks to the storm, 
PE producers were able to enforce a 3 cpp increase for August 
that at first had been unsuccessful. Additional 4 cpp increases 
have been announced by some suppliers effective in mid-
September or by October 1st.

News of Note
Average sales for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors slowed 
to a 3.2 percent gain in August compared to the same month 
last year (2.0 percent median), following more robust increases 
the prior two months. Results were skewed by a 15.3 percent 
increase for reporting firms in the upper quartile, balanced 
by an (8.5) percent loss for lower quartile firms, on average, 
according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report.  On a 
trailing 12-month basis, sales were up by an average 5.6 
percent (5.5 percent median). For the first eight months of the 
year, PVF distributors’ sales were up a modest 2.4 percent, on 
average, (4.6 percent median) compared with the same period 
in 2016. Inventory levels were, on average, 3.1 percent higher in 
August, 2017, compared with August, 2016.

Growth accelerated for industrial suppliers in August. 
The September ISA Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the 
Industrial Supply Association (ISA) showed that manufacturers 
and distributors experienced accelerated growth during 
August. The ISA Manufacturer Index increased to 67.2 in August 
from 56.4 in July, while the ISA Distributor Index rose to 71.2 
in August compared to 61.1 in the previous month. For each 
index, a reading above 50.0 percent indicates expansion, while 
a reading below 50.0 percent indicates contraction.

New construction starts in August slipped (2.0) percent 
from July, following July’s 6.0 percent increase, according to 
Dodge Data & Analytics. For the first eight months of 2017, 
total construction starts on an unadjusted basis were down 
(1.0) percent from the same period a year ago. “What stands 
out about the August statistics is the strength shown by the 
institutional side of nonresidential building, which is consistent 
with a broader trend that’s taken hold during 2017,” stated Robert 
A. Murray, chief economist for Dodge Data & Analytics. “The 
institutional building segment [which includes such project 
types as transportation terminals, convention centers and 
educational facilities] is providing much of the lift this year to 
nonresidential building, while the commercial building segment 
has decelerated after a 20.0 percent surge in 2016. It’s believed 
that total construction starts for the U.S. should be able to register 
growth for 2017 as a whole, helped by this year’s strength for 
institutional building, notwithstanding the near term disruption to 
construction activity caused by Hurricane Harvey in the Houston, 
Texas, area and Hurricane Irma in Florida.”

The Dodge Momentum Index moved lower in August, 
falling (2.4) percent from July. 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. 

Architecture firm billings increased for the seventh 
consecutive month in August, with AIA’s Architecture 
Billings Index (ABI) score rising to 53.7 as more firms reported 
improving business conditions in August than in July. Inquiries 
into new projects remained strong as well, and firms continued 
to report an increase in the value of new design contracts. 
Billings also remained strong at firms across the country. Since 
this survey covered August billings, it was too early to see 
an impact from Hurricanes Harvey and Irma; these disasters 
may potentially affect billings in the south over the next 
few months. Otherwise, firms of all specializations reported 
improving business conditions this month, continuing the 
strong growth trend that has been seen all year. The ABI is 
thought to precede construction by 9-12 months.
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
July
2017

August
2017

% Change
% Change

August
2016

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 314.9 315.3 0.1 2.4

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 340.4 341.5 0.3 1.3

Ball valves 1149-0202 405.0 405.2 0.0 3.4

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 214.1 215.1 0.5 2.9

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 223.2 223.2 0.0 0.7

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 311.2 N/A N/A N/A

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 333.3 333.3 0.0 3.2

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 294.7 294.5 -0.1 2.7

Automatic valves 1149-0211 177.0 177.0 0.0 1.8

Steel pipe & tube 1149-0301 290.4 298.1 2.7 4.3

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-06 247.2 252.5 2.1 13.2

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0671 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0673 95.3 N/A N/A N/A

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1017-0674 96.4 N/A N/A N/A

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 198.0 201.2 1.6 15.8

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 103.9 104.9 1.0 1.9

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 153.8 153.7 -0.1 5.0

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 302.2 302.2 0.0 2.1

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 249.8 249.8 0.0 1.5

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 150.5 150.5 0.0 2.0

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 227.5 227.5 0.0 1.5

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 279.2 279.2 0.0 1.0

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 176.1 176.1 0.0 1.0

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 367.4 367.4 0.0 -1.1

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 353.0 353.0 0.0 -0.3

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 229.0 229.0 0.0 -1.7

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 101.4 102.4 1.0 2.3

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