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Mineral Exhaustion is a Myth
Remember the “energy crisis” of the 1970s? Remember more 
recent fear-mongering about “peak oil” running short before 
long. Somehow, plenty more oil was discovered and extracted 
once its price got high enough to look for the stuff in out-of-
the-way locations and using exotic, new technologies.

The same old story is replaying in certain quarters, mainly 
among academics, about a variety of key minerals, including 
copper. This infographic from MINING.com shows that the 
world’s supply of copper will be exhausted before mid-century 
as well as other key resources even sooner.

So it’s encouraging to read about a different crew of 
academics, who point out what businesspeople know 
intuitively, and that is current known deposits represent only a 
fraction of the exploitable supply. If supplies grow short, prices 
will rise and will create incentive to search for new supplies. 
Welcome to Economics 101. 

Carbon Steel
The hot-rolled coil index released on October 27th by 
American Metal Market (AMM) shows prices averaging 
$593.80 per ton, which is actually lower than foreign hot 
band arriving at the port of Houston, which AMM pegs at 
$590 to $625 per ton. Observers think the cheaper domestic 
product owes to low scrap prices and high service center 
stocks, along with duties placed on various foreign producers. 
Domestic lead times are averaging three to six weeks, which 
gives suppliers some leverage in pricing.

Steel prices around the world had been shooting upward 
since July, and in September, reached a three-year high 
but then declined by (1.7) percent in October, according 
to MEPS. Analysts at the London-based metals tracking 
firm forecasts continuing marginal declines through the 
remainder of the year.

Finished steel imports in September declined by (1.4) 
percent, according to the American Iron & Steel Institute 
(AISI), based on preliminary data from the U.S. Census Bureau. 
Year-to-date (YTD) through nine months of 2017, finished steel 
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imports are up 15.7 percent versus the same period in 2016. 
Finished steel import market share was an estimated 27.0 
percent in September and is estimated at 28.0 percent YTD.

The global steel capacity glut showed a slight decline 
in the first half of 2017, according to the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). World 
steelmaking capacity was 2.3565 billion tonnes at the end 
of the first half of 2017, down marginally from 2.3695 billion 
tonnes at the end of 2016, which was 1.4 percent higher than 
in 2015. The Global Steel Overcapacity Forum, comprising 
the Group of 20 and the OECD, hoped to announce policy 
solutions to reduce excess capacity in November, though 
recent reports indicate that may be delayed by at least a 
month. Actual world crude steel production rose by 5.6 
percent in the first nine months of 2017 for the 66 countries 
reporting to the World Steel Association (WorldSteel).

In a letter to the editor published in The Wall Street Journal 
on October 17th, Nucor Chairman and CEO John Ferriola 
claimed that last year, China produced more steel than the 
next 48 steel-producing nations combined.

U.S. service center steel shipments in September, 2017, 
were essentially unchanged from September, 2016, 
according to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI). Steel 
product inventories increased 2.4 percent from September a 
year ago. Steel shipments for the first nine months of the year 
rose 2.8 percent.

Stainless Steel & Alloys

Stainless base price hikes announced in September took 
hold last month, for the most part, and that success has 
led some analysts to believe more base price increases for 
November will also stick. However, American Metal Market 
(AMM) reports that surcharges are expected to decrease for 
the first time in three months due to lower nickel and iron 
prices. Domestic kingpins ATI, AK Steel, NAS and Outokumpu 
Stainless USA all announced diminished surcharges ranging 
from below (1.0) percent for Type 430 (AK) up to (4.97) percent 
declines for Type 316, announced by both ATI and NAS.

Most observers believe stainless steel prices are expected 
to increase globally through the end of the year, mainly 
due to higher input costs and steady demand in the Asian, 
European and North American markets.

Nickel prices are expected to shoot up in the coming 
years due to burgeoning production of electric vehicles. 
Nickel compounds are a staple of their lithium-ion batteries, 
according to the energy research firm Wood Mackenzie.

Global stainless steel melt shop production increased by 
5.0 percent year-on-year in the first half of 2017, according to 
the International Stainless Steel Forum (ISSF).

Global production of molybdenum increased by 13.0 
percent in the second quarter from the first and was up 18.0 
percent compared with the same period in 2016, according to 
the International Molybdenum Association (IMOA). Global use 
of molybdenum in the second quarter also increased slightly, 
up 1.0 percent over the first quarter and 7.0 percent compared 
with the same period in 2016.

Tubular Products
Falling hot band prices are reflected in diminished pricing 
for standard pipe. The most recent assessment from American 
Metal Market (AMM) of domestic A53 Grade B standard pipe 
showed mid-October pricing in the range of $900-$950 a ton, 
while imports of the same product were pegged at between 
$850-870 per ton. A rebound may be underway, however, 
with Nova Tube telling customers of a 5.0 percent hike on A53 
standard pipe grades between a half-inch and two inches in 
diameter and on A795 sprinkler pipe. The same letter said 
A53 standard pipe grades with diameters between 2.5 and 
six inches would see prices rise by $40 per ton. EXLTUBE and 
Wheatland Tube also announced prices increases on various 
ERW tubulars.

U.S. and Canadian rig counts have started to decline after 
a dramatic run-up earlier in the year. The Baker Hughes 
Rotary Rig Count on October 27th showed 909 U.S. oil and 
gas drilling rigs in operation, a drop of 4 from the prior week, 
while Canadian energy drillers were operating 11 fewer than 
the prior week. North American energy production is still 
dramatically higher than at this time last year, up by 352 rigs in 
the U.S. and 38 in Canada, but a pullback is underway due to 
fairly stagnant oil prices and doubts about future demand.

Higher duties were levied on South Korean OCTG 
producers, following an administrative review by the U.S. 
Department of Commerce (DOC). Nexteel’s former 29.76 
percent duty was raised to 46.37 percent, while SeAH was 
bumped up from 2.76 percent to 6.66 percent. Other Korean 
producers were assigned a preliminary dumping margin of 
19.68 percent in the latest review, up from 16.26 percent.

http://www.oecd.org/
http://www.oecd.org/
http://www.worldsteel.org/
http://www.wsj.com
http://www.msci.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
https://www.woodmac.com/
http://www.worldstainless.org/
http://www.imoa.info/molybdenum-media-centre/latest-news/latest-news.php
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.exltube.com
http://www.wheatland.com
http://gis.bakerhughesdirect.com/Reports/StandardReport.aspx
http://gis.bakerhughesdirect.com/Reports/StandardReport.aspx
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
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The U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) is looking into 
forged steel fittings dumping by China, Italy and Taiwan as 
well as a countervailing duty investigation for China based 
on a complaint from Bonney Forge. Carbon and alloy (but not 
stainless) forged steel flanges are alleged to entail dumping 
margins ranging from 18.66 percent (from Italy) all the way up to 
142.72 percent for Chinese product. Preliminary anti-dumping 
duty determinations are set to be announced on March 14, 
2018, and the countervailing determination on December 29, 
2017. The final anti-dumping and countervailing determinations 
are scheduled for May 29 and March 14, 2018, respectively.

Copper

Last month, this report correctly indicated that summer’s 
copper rally was fizzling out. In fact, copper spent most of 
September on a downward slope with heavy trading that was 

up by more than 72.0 percent in volume from September, 
2016. But Comex copper came alive again in October reaching 
yearly highs that saw prices rise as high as $3.22/lb. mid-
month before leveling off a bit. Analysts attributed earlier 
gains to Asian fund buying, a growing economy in China and 
a soft dollar, but those factors appear to be giving way to 
weak underlying fundamentals and some economic reversals 
in China. A similar story played out on the London Metal 
Exchange (LME), where on October 16th, copper closed at 
$7,082 per tonne, its highest level in more than three years. On 
a positive note, many analysts believe the rise is due more to 
market fundamentals than expectation of production deficits.

World refined copper balance for the first half of 2017 
indicates a deficit of around 75,000 tonnes (including 
revisions to data previously presented), according to the 
International Copper Study Group (ICSG). This is mainly due to 
stagnant growth in world refined copper supply. Separately, 
ICSG said that global copper mine production is expected 
to drop (3.0) percent this year due to several disruptions. 
The group forecasts a 2.5 percent rebound in 2018 with a 4.0 
percent gain in refined copper production.

Scrap
Ferrous scrap prices dropped by ($30-40) per ton in 
October due to ample supply, outages and a slumbering 
export market. Exports have started to pick up in recent weeks, 
and most market observers expect the slump to be short-lived. 
Another point of view sees scrap flows increasing, thanks to all 
the damage wrought by this summer’s hurricanes, which could 
exert downward pressure.
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Daily Comex Copper Spot Prices
October, 2017

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,106,277 3,391,021 5,489,812 61.9% -51.9%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 845,781 571,138 818,269 43.3% -67.0%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 806,506 496,031 1,116,159 125.0% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,646 1,459,671 1,894,371 29.8% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,224 142,152 843,003 493.0% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 896,985 601,573 723,036 20.2% -35.3%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,858 177,898 224,383 26.1% -59.5%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,919 255,222 293,275 14.9% -10.3%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 535,973 360,075 382,746 6.3% -19.5%

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

http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.lme.com
http://www.lme.com
http://www.icsg.org/index.php/component/jdownloads/finish/114/2451?Itemid=
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/


ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   5  © 2017 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

The stainless steel scrap market spent most of October 
tracing nickel’s performance on the London Metal 
Exchange (LME). Prices bounced around for much of the 
month but flattened out towards the end.

The U.S. copper and brass scrap market spent most of 
October on an even keel due to lackluster demand and a 
rising Comex. Limited domestic demand is expected through 
the end of the year.

The biggest story in the scrap world is China’s plan to 
limit the entry of what it calls “foreign waste.” U.S. scrap 
exports more than $2.2 billion worth of scrap to China, mostly 
wastepaper and plastics. China’s official party line is that 
it wants to eliminate contaminated scrap to build a more 
“ecological civilization,” which includes promoting more 
domestic recycling. A more cynical, but perhaps accurate, 
interpretation is that China is using the scrap issue as a trade 
negotiating tactic. 

Plastics
Hurricane Harvey’s impact on the petrochemical industry 
has sent most plastic resin prices higher as expected. 
More surprising is that the impact has been more subdued 
than expected. According to PetroChemWire’s Weekly PVC & 
Pipe Report, PVC resin prices rose by three cents per pound 
(ccp) in October rather than the full five cents suppliers had 
hoped for. Ethylene prices rose but did not skyrocket, and resin 
supplies recovered faster than expected after the storm. PVC 
resin has risen an average of nine ccp during 2017, compared 
with six to seven ccp last year. Moreover, even October’s 
three ccp hike may be pulled back by year’s end. PVC pipe 
prices have remained basically stable, as a result, selling in 
a range of $1.49-1.65/ft. for 4-inch Schedule 40 in the East. 
PetroChemWire expects PVC pipe prices to hold steady at least 
through Thanksgiving.

PE resin prices went up around seven cents per pound 
(ccp), following the shock of Hurricane Harvey, and a total of 
about 10 ccp throughout the year, but has leveled off. HDPE 
resin still remains in short supply.

News of Note
Average sales for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors were 
down (1.1) percent in September compared to the same 
month last year, although the median figure gained a slight 0.1 
percent, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. 
On a trailing 12-month basis, sales were up by an average 8.0 
percent (6.6 percent median). For the first nine months of the 
year, PVF distributors’ sales were up an average 4.8 percent 
(4.5 percent median) compared with the same period of 
2016. Inventory levels were on average 3.2 percent higher in 
September, 2017, compared with September, 2016.

Industrial distributors and manufacturers continue 
to report strong growth. The October ISA Economic 
Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply Association 
(ISA) showed the ISA Manufacturer Index registered 63.3 
in September compared to 67.2 in August, while the ISA 
Distributor Index rose to 72.4 in September from 71.2 
in August. For each index, a reading above 50.0 percent 
indicates expansion, while a reading below 50.0 percent 
indicates contraction.

A 13-year high was registered in September for 
the manufacturing sector of the Institute for Supply 
Management’s (ISM) Purchasing Managers’ Index (PMI). The 
PMI hit 60.8, up from August’s reading of 58.8 and the highest 
level since May, 2004. September was 13th consecutive month 
above 50.0, the benchmark indicating growth.

The value of new construction starts in September soared 
14.0 percent from the previous month, according to 
Dodge Data & Analytics. The nonresidential building sector 
strengthened for the second month in a row, climbing 37.0 
percent. Residential building in September edged up 1.0 
percent as both single-family and multi-family housing 
registered modest gains.

The Dodge Momentum Index fell in September, moving 
(8.4) percent lower. The Dodge 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. The institutional building component of the Momentum 
Index fell (11.5) percent from August, while the commercial 
building component fell (6.1) percent.

Business conditions at architecture firms also softened 
modestly in September as AIA’s Architecture Billings Index 
(ABI) score declined to 49.1. Billings have been growing at a 
strong pace in recent months, so it is too early to determine 
whether this is a new trend or just a modest course correction. 
Inquiries into new projects and the value of new design 
contracts continued to increase.

Long-distance trucking is in crisis due to a driver shortage. 
After easing last year due to low freight volume, the American 
Trucking Association predicts a shortfall of as many as 50,000 
drivers this year.

http://www.lme.com
http://www.lme.com
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.isapartners.org
https://www.instituteforsupplymanagement.org/ISMReport/MfgROB.cfm?navItemNumber=30917&SSO=1
https://www.construction.com/news
https://www.construction.com/download/DMI-WHITE-PAPER-2015.pdf
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
http://www.truckinginfo.com/channel/drivers/news/story/2017/10/driver-shortage-could-hit-all-time-high-this-year.aspx?cid=13181
http://www.truckinginfo.com/channel/drivers/news/story/2017/10/driver-shortage-could-hit-all-time-high-this-year.aspx?cid=13181
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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 1149-02 315.3 315.1 -0.1 2.3

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 341.5 340.9 -0.2 1.1

Ball valves 1149-0202 405.2 405.2 0.0 3.4

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 215.1 215.1 0.0 2.9

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 223.2 223.2 0.0 0.7

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 N/A 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 294.5 294.4 0.0 2.7

Automatic valves 1149-0211 177.0 177.0 0.0 1.8

Steel pipe & tube 1149-0301 298.1 298.1 0.0 4.3

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-06 252.5 250.1 -1.0 13.2

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

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0673 N/A 94.7 N/A 5.7

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1017-0674 N/A 96.6 N/A 9.0

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 201.2 210.2 4.5 22.9

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 104.9 104.3 -0.6 2.2

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 153.7 154.2 0.3 5.3

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 279.2 281.4 0.8 1.4

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 176.1 178.0 1.1 1.7

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 367.4 375.7 2.3 1.1

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 353.0 363.2 2.9 2.6

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 229.0 233.3 1.9 0.2

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 102.4 102.4 0.0 1.7

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

https://www.bls.gov/ppi/

