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Purge Your Body of Plastics & See What 
Happens
Basically, nothing.  This was the conclusion reached by 
medical researchers in Austria after an experiment, whereby 
a family attempted to avoid all contact with plastics for six 
years.  According to this article about the study written by 
Claire Goldsberry with PlasticsToday, it’s unclear how well the 
subjects managed to do so given the ubiquitous presence of 
plastic products in advanced societies, but let’s give them the 
benefit of the doubt and assume they largely succeeded trying 
their hardest to avoid exposure to plastics.

Among many throughout the medical community and 
even more in the popular media, plastics are believed to be 
responsible for various cancers and other health problems, 
although in most cases, the evidence is slim to nonexistent.  
The study from Austria measured levels of supposedly 
harmful chemicals leached from plastics in the bodies of 
family members before and after their six-year avoidance and 
found little difference.  Trace amounts of some plastic-related 
chemicals were found after the hiatus, which apparently 
stemmed from inadvertent exposure to plastics in the 
environment, but the amounts were too tiny to be of much 
consequence, and the concentrations were about the same as 
before the avoidance experiment.  The family’s overall health 
did not noticeably improve.

Carbon Steel
Steel shipments from U.S. service center decreased in 
December, 2016, by (6.9) percent compared with December, 
2015.  Steel product inventories decreased (13.0) percent from 
December the prior year.

Steel import permit applications for last December 
decreased (9.6) percent from November and (5.6) percent 
from the November preliminary imports total.  Imports permit 
tonnage for finished steel in December was down (3.0) percent 
from November, according to the American Iron & Steel 
Institute (AISI).  For the full year of 2016, including December 
SIMA permits and November preliminary data, total and 
finished steel imports were down (15.0) percent and (16.7) 
percent, respectively, from the same period in 2015.  Imports 
accounted for an estimated 26.0 percent of finished steel 
market share last year.

Chinese finished steel exports were down (3.5) percent in 
2016, apparently due to higher pricing in China’s domestic 
market and anti-dumping measures against Chinese steel 
both by the U.S. and Europe.  Chinese export prices for 
hot-rolled coil rose to $490 per ton f.o.b. at the end of 2016, 
up 83.2 percent at the end of the previous year, according to 
Metal Bulletin.

About this Report
Published monthly by the American Supply Association  
(ASA), this report provides comprehensive insight about 
qualified market data for a half-dozen key materials,  
especially recent changes in pricing or price-influencing 
action(s). Also included are price changes announced by  
major producers, action in applicable commodity markets, 
factors affecting supply and demand, etc.  LEARN MORE
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About the Editor
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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China’s crude steel output increased by 0.6 percent last 
year, according to the National Bureau of Statistics of China. 
This despite China’s vow to reduce excess steel production in 
order to tame the global supply glut.  The government actually 
claims to have reduced production last year by 80 million tons.  
It’s not clear how the two contradictory claims square.  MEPS 
International, Ltd. posits that the claimed production cut may 
include the closure of previously idled plants. 

“Family” squabble erupts over USS Section 337 case.  Two 
government entities are involved in a legal battle over an 
administrative law judge’s dismissal of U.S. Steel’s Section 337 
petition targeting Chinese steel imports.  The U.S. International 
Trade Commission’s (ITC) Office of Unfair Import Investigation 
has repeatedly challenged the findings of Judge Dee Lord 
that U.S. Steel hasn’t provided enough evidence to warrant 
taking action.  U.S. Steel charges that Chinese steel suppliers 
conspired to fix prices, steal trade secrets and circumvent 
duties via false labeling.  The ITC voted last May to launch 
an investigation into those claims, after which Judge Lord 
suspended the case.  The ITC wants to reopen it.  The legal 
battle is expected to go on for at least another year.

Global crude steel production was 0.8 percent higher in 
2016 than in 2015 for the 66 countries reporting to the World 
Steel Association (WSA).  The average capacity utilization in 
2016 was 69.3 percent compared to 69.7 percent in 2015.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Stainless surcharges are generally lower for February for 
Types 201, 304 and 316 due to falling nickel prices, despite 
significant increases in manganese, iron and molybdenum.  
According to American Metal Market (AMM), major domestic 
producers ATI, AK Steel and NAS announced lower rates 

ranging from (0.4 - 0.9) percent for Type 201, with steep 
declines of (5.2 - 5.3) percent for Type 304 and (4.4 - 4.7) 
percent for Type 316 stainless.  All of those producers boosted 
Type 430 surcharges by 5.4 percent.  Most domestic prices 
spiked higher in January.

Nickel prices are on a downward trend.  After shooting 
briefly upwards of $10,500 per ton on the LME in early January, 
nickel traded as low at $9,380 on January 27th, its lowest level 
since last September after Indonesia announced the lifting of 
export restrictions. 

Most analysts believe nickel’s fall is temporary.  London-
based Capital Economics, Ltd. predicted nickel will gain 
around 20.0 percent this year to top $12,000 per ton by 4Q17.  
Analysts there point to higher expected global consumption 
coupled with supply bottlenecks.

Thieves apparently share that outlook.  Metal Bulletin 
reported that some 48 tons of nickel pallets worth an estimated 
$500,000 were stolen from a Dutch terminal on January 29th.  
The nickel belonged to the trading firm Traxys.  Several other 
robberies of similar material have taken place, most recently 
last December when some 55 tons of nickel briquettes were 
stolen from an ArcelorMittal steel plant in Pennsylvania.

U.S. molybdenum prices have been bouncing up and down 
in recent weeks.  The latest assessment from American Metal 
Market (AMM) on January 30th found molybdic oxide prices 
gaining 4.8 percent since mid-January, reaching nearly seven-
month highs.  Ferromolybdenum spot prices were up 2.3 
percent also reaching levels not seen since mid-year 2016.

High-carbon ferrochrome markets are holding steady to 
slipping a bit due to a global tug-of-war between Chinese 
mills and South African chrome mines.  It has to do with 
production cuts by the mills owing to China’s Spring Festival 
and New Year celebrations at the end of January that reduced 
high-carbon ferrochrome purchases and left the mills with 
ample stocks.  That’s putting price pressure on South African 
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miners, who are refusing to budge.  Reverberations are being 
felt around the world with European and U.S. high-carbon 
ferrochrome markets experiencing low activity waiting to see 
the pricing that emerges from the standoff.

Ferrovanadium continued its late-year rally into 2017 with 
spot prices reaching their highest levels in almost two years. 
The latest assessment from American Metal Market (AMM) 
had ferrovanadium selling at $12 - 12.50 per pound, up more 
than 10.0 percent since late November.  Tight supplies are 
responsible, U.S. imports of ferrovanadium declining (24.5) 
percent through the first 11 months of 2016, according to 
trade data from the U.S. Census Bureau.  Inventories are 
reportedly thin, while U.S. steel mills are predicting increased 
output during 1Q17.

U.S. high-carbon ferromanganese spot prices increased to 
a 91-month high of $1,375 - 1,450 per gross ton on January 
5th, according to American Metal Market’s (AMM) assessment.  
U.S. silicomanganese spot prices remained unchanged at 
67 - 70 cents per pound in the same assessment, matching a 
55-month high reached on December 15th.  Despite a plunge 
in manganese ore prices related to the Chinese New Year, 
manganese alloy prices are holding up.  Global manganese 
output in the first 11 months of 2016 fell (9.5) percent from the 
same period in 2015.

Tubular Products
Tubular markets have not been so roused in several years, 
especially in the energy sector.  U.S. drill rigs increased to 
712 the week of January 27th, up 93 from the same week last 
year, and it seems the growth spurt may just be starting.  

The Wall Street Journal reported U.S. oil producers have 
increased budgets for 2017 by an average of 60.0 percent, 
and shale drillers have learned to make heaps of profit even 
at $55-a-barrel oil.  Coupled with the Trump Administration’s 
stamp of approval for the Keystone and Dakota pipelines, it’s 
been a long time since energy tubular interests have had so 
much reason to smile.

OCTG and line pipe prices are going up accordingly.  
Distributor prices for OCTG gained 5.5 percent to an average of 
$1,215 per ton in January, according to Pipe Logix LLC.  Welded 
casing led the way with average increases of 7.5 percent, 
including 9.0 percent for N80 production casing.  ERW tubulars 
overall were up $77 to average of $1,133 while seamless goods 
rose 3.8 percent to an average of $1,298 per ton.

Line pipe increases were less dramatic but still pointing 
upward.  American Metal Market’s (AMM) January assessment 
pegged domestic X52 line pipe at $920 per ton from $870 per 
ton previously and imported X52 rising $30 to $800 per ton.  
Domestic X42 line pipe jumped $60 to $900 per ton while its 
imported equivalent gained $30 to $780.  Imported seamless 
line pipe was pegged by AMM at $1,050 per ton from $920 per 
ton previously.

The upward surge is poised to continue in February as 
most major energy tubular producers announced hefty price 
hikes.  Vallourec USA, TMK IPSCO, U.S. Steel, Boomerang Tube 
and Tenaris announced increases in OCTG prices ranging from 
$85 - 125 a ton and line pipe increases of $125 - 200.

Standard pipe prices are also on the rise following 
substantial increases in hot-rolled coil.  A series of prices 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,974,164 8,578,399 4,633,715 -46.0% -9.2%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,701,527 1,610,495 780,759 -51.5% -22.6%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,935,777 1,868,441 703,246 -62.4% -25.7%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 3,006,272 2,849,781 1,959,991 -31.2% 31.5%

Welded OCTG 927,680 924,358 240,413 -74.0% -40.3%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,243,349 1,171,542 823,766 -29.7% 18.4%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 449,469 421,549 236,611 -43.9% -3.2%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 410,133 378,521 349,472 -7.7% -1.7%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 620,295 584,847 492,208 -15.8% 12.7%

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

http://www.amm.com
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increases over the past couple of months have seen hot-rolled 
coil jump more than 27.0 percent since early November.  
American Metal Market’s (AMM) latest assessment for domestic 
A53 Grade B standard pipe has it averaging $940 per ton from 
$850 per ton previously.  Imported Grade B product surged 
all the way to $805 per ton from $590 per ton.  Domestic 
A53 Grade A gained $80 to $920 per ton while imported A53 
Grade A leaped by $200 all the way to $790 per ton.

The U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) imposed stiff 
anti-dumping duties on imports of carbon steel flanges 
from India, Italy and Spain.  A preliminary determination on 
January 27th assigned margins as high as 204.53 percent on 
Italian flanges, 24.43 percent on product from Spain and 12.56 
percent on imported flanges from India.  Petitioners Weldbend 
and Boltex issued a joint statement expressing satisfaction 
with the rulings.

Mueller Water Products announced on January 9th that it has 
sold its Anvil International division to One Equity Partners 
for $315 million in cash and appointed J. Scott Hall as its new 
president and chief executive officer.  Anvil had sales in 2016 of 
about $338 million.   Hall most recently served as president and 
CEO of Textron Inc.’s industrial segment.  Former Anvil President 
Patrick Donovan will be joining One Equity Partners.

Copper

Copper prices were on the rise again in January. After 
starting the month at $2.48 a pound, Comex  copper ended 
January at its monthly high of $2.707.  Copper is now selling at 
levels last seen in November.

Copper prices are poised to go up this year due mainly 
to declines in global mining, according to several analysts.  
Macquarie Research predicts an annual increase of about 
10.0 percent on the LME to an average high of around 
$5,350 per ton in 2017 compared with $4,863 per ton last 
year.  Analysts with Macquarie think highs will be reached 
in 2Q17 before settling back.  London’s Barclays Research 
thinks copper will go slightly higher than that driven by 
rising Chinese demand and problems with global supply.  
An analyst with INTL FCStone predicts an average price of 
$5,400 per ton fluctuating between $5,000 and $6,250 per 
ton.  Macquarie takes a further look ahead and sees copper 

prices swinging back downward in 2018 as global output 
turns to surplus.

The 2016 high and low LME copper prices were $5,935.50 
per ton on November 28th and $4,310.50 last January 15th.  The 
average for the year was $4,862.59 per ton.

The global refined copper market recorded a deficit of 
about 64,000 tons in the first 10 months of 2016, according 
to the International Copper Study Group (ICSG).  Although 
refined production increased by about 3.0 percent, it was 
counteracted by a 5.0 percent surge in Chinese demand while 
the rest of the world’s consumption remained about level.

Canada keeps its copper pipe fitting duties against the 
U.S., South Korea and China.  The Canada Border Services 
Agency (CBSA) made the ruling on January 5th after an expiry 
review conducted in March of last year determined that 
dumping or subsidization would continue without the duties.

Scrap
A run-up in ferrous scrap prices that began late last year 
and continued through early January came to a halt late in 
the month.  Weekly drops of as much as $40 per ton, described 
as a “fire sale” by American Metal Market (AMM), were reported 
for East Coast export sales.  Domestic mills reportedly were 
canceling orders of material not yet shipped.  Scrap market 
participants think the drop is a correction from overheated 
gains and might continue through February before heading 
upward again.

Stainless scrap was riding high for a while, but in late 
January, the market cooled off in phase with sagging nickel 
prices.  The London Metal Exchange’s cash nickel contract 
closed at $9,380 per ton January 27th, down (5.5) percent from 
$10,160 per ton a little more than a week earlier.  It ticked up 
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a bit to just short of $9,500 on the final trading days of the 
month.  Even though supply of stainless scrap is said to be on 
the short side, most buyers are standing pat while they wait to 
see the market’s direction.

U.S. brass scrap prices are on a hefty upswing due to light 
supply driven by bad winter weather disrupting collection 
and shipments. Copper scrap markets are in a holding pattern 
as buyers are sitting on enough material for now and remain 
skeptical that current Comex prices will remain as high as they 
are for long.

Plastics
PE resins continue to rise in price.  PE was generally holding 
on to five cents per pound increases imposed for February, and 
one major producer is said to likely introduce another six cents 
per pound hike for March contracts.  PVC was holding steady 
despite rising anticipated demand due to favorable housing 
forecasts.  Downward pressure is being exerted by falling 
prices of key feedstocks, a buildup of supplier inventories and 
slow demand. That is being counteracted by rising crude oil 
and natural gas prices as well as tight benzene supply.  The net 
result is something of a stalemate.

What will threatened tariffs do to resin prices?  That’s the 
subject of an interesting blogpost by Frank Esposito with 
Plastics News, who thinks retaliation by foreign companies 
could have a significant impact on U.S. PE and PVC pricing.

News of Note
Average sales for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors 
dropped (2.9) percent year-on-year in December following 
a 9.1 percent surge on average the previous month, according 
to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report.  For the calendar 
year of 2016, ASA’s PVF distributors realized an average 2.5 
percent sales gain. However, the median increase was 6.0 
percent, and those in the upper quartile in sales revenue 
among reporting firms enjoyed a substantial 12.5 percent 
sales jump on average.  PVF distributors’ inventory levels were 
on average 3.6 percent higher in December, 2016, compared 
with December, 2015.

Industrial distributors and manufacturers finished 2016 
in a healthy growth mode, according to the January ISA 
Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply 
Association (ISA).  The ISA Manufacturer Index decreased to 
58.0 in December from 61.4 in November.  Meanwhile, the 
ISA Distributor Index increased to 54.6 in December from 53.5 
in November.  For each index, a reading above 50.0 percent 
indicates expansion, while a reading below 50.0 percent 
indicates contraction.  “While growth slowed somewhat for 
manufacturers in December, all things considered, 2016 was 
a good year for ISA member companies,” said Bryon Shafer, 
general manager of ASG Industrial and chair of ISA’s Strategic 

Information Committee.  “Except for a one-month dip in July 
when each index dropped below 50.0, manufacturers and 
distributors experienced expansion throughout the year.”

New construction starts in December slipped 5.0 percent 
in dollar volume, due mainly to sharply reduced non-
building activity, according to Dodge Data & Analytics.  At the 
same time, nonresidential building in December held steady 
with its November pace while residential building jumped 9.0 
percent thanks to a 26.0 percent surge in the volatile multi-
family sector.

For all of 2016, total construction starts advanced 1.0 
percent, a considerably smaller gain than the 11.0 percent 
increase reported for 2015.  Nonresidential building advanced 
4.0 percent last year, regaining upward momentum after 
slipping (2.0) percent in 2015.  Residential building gained 
6.0 percent in value, following a 16.0 percent hike reported 
for 2015.  Much of the deceleration was due to a considerably 
slower increase for multifamily housing, which grew just 3.0 
percent as opposed to the 22.0 percent jump in 2015.

The Dodge Momentum Index increased 2.9 percent in 
December to an eight-year high.  This index is a monthly 
measure of the initial report for nonresidential building 
projects in planning, which have been shown to lead 
construction spending for nonresidential buildings by a full 
year.  Although trending upward over the course of 2016, the 
Momentum Index is still more than 25.0 percent below its 
previous peak reached at the end of 2007. 

Architecture firms saw an unexpected surge in billings in 
December, with AIA’s Architecture Billings Index (ABI) rising 
to 55.9, by far the highest monthly growth of the year.  Project 
inquiries and new design contracts also had positive readings 
(above 50) but at a slower pace than billings.  The ABI is 
thought to presage construction by 9 - 12 months.

Precision Castparts is buying German’s Wilhelm 
Schulz GmbH, a $214 million company that makes high-
performance pipes principally for the oil and gas industry as 
well as aerospace and other markets.  Precision Castparts is 
owned by Warren Buffett’s Berkshire Hathaway, Inc., which 
bought the firm in 2015 for more than $32 billion, its largest 
acquisition ever.
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
November

2016
December

2016
% Change

% Change
December

2015

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 309.4 309.4 0.0 2.1

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 337.0 337.1 0.0 0.8

Ball valves 1149-0202 394.3 394.2 0.0 5.5

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 209.2 209.2 0.0 0.1

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 222.8 222.8 0.0 0.8

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

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 328.4 N/A N/A N/A

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 287.1 287.5 0.1 1.4

Automatic valves 1149-0211 176.0 176.0 0.0 2.0

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 216.6 224.2 3.5 5.7

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

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 90.8 N/A N/A N/A

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 89.4 90.1 0.8 -7.7

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 285.9 282.0 -1.4 -2.4

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 186.4 197.2 5.8 21.8

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 102.5 102.4 -0.1 -2.7

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 146.2 146.8 0.4 0.6

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.9 295.9 0.0 0.2

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 246.1 246.1 0.0 0.1

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 224.1 223.9 -0.1 0.1

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 277.6 277.6 0.0 0.6

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 175.1 175.1 0.0 0.7

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 371.5 371.5 0.0 4.7

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 354.1 354.1 0.0 4.8

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 232.9 232.9 0.0 4.6

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 100.1 101.0 0.9 2.7

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


