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Ultralight “Super-Material” Said to be 10 
Times Stronger than Steel
According to a recent article from Live Science, a new material 
developed by researchers at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) is reputed to be lighter than the flimsiest 
plastic yet 10 times stronger than steel.  The new super-
material is made up of flecks of graphene squished and fused 
together into a vast, cobwebby network.  It is the alignment of 
these materials that results in the amazing properties rather 
than their atomic content.  But as so often happens with 
exciting academic research, it may be hard to develop the 
industrial manufacturing capability for producing the super-
strong material. The researchers do think they have discovered 
a way, however.

Carbon Steel
Hot-rolled coil prices are still on the rise, mainly due to 
the surge in energy tubulars.  American Metal Market’s (AMM) 
latest assessment in late March pegged U.S. prices at around 
$660 per ton with some April quotes said to be going out $20 
higher.  Hot-rolled coil had risen more than 5.0 percent in the 
first three weeks of last month and had surpassed its 2016 
highs.  However, prices were beginning to reverse in Asia, and 
analysts think that trend will soon hit the U.S. market, so hot-
rolled coil may be at its zenith.

Iron ore prices were dropping at the end of March after a 
long run-up that had seen iron rising more than 50.0 percent 
in the past year.  Meanwhile, iron ore is said to be piling up at 
Chinese ports.  The situation has led MEPS International, Ltd. to 
predict that global steel prices are headed for a downturn.

Finished steel import market share stood at 25.0 percent 
in February, according to data from the U.S. Census Bureau 
highlighted by the American Iron & Steel Institute (AISI).  
Year-to-date (YTD) through two months of 2017, total and 
finished steel imports were up 11.7 percent and 1.1 percent, 
respectively, versus the same period in 2016.  Major products 
with significant YTD import increases compared to the same 
period last year include oil country goods and standard pipe, 
up 87.0 percent and 19.0 percent, respectively.

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
For 40 years, 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 plans 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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The global steel capacity glut will only worsen, according to 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD).  It pegged world steelmaking capacity at 2.39 billion 
tons per year at the end of 2016, up 1.4 percent from 2015.  
The OECD’s steel committee said that new capacity was 
added at a faster rate than old capacity was shut, and capacity 
utilization rates are still low despite a four percentage point 
gain to 70.3 percent in February, according to the World Steel 
Association (WSA).  That same group reported that crude steel 
production for its 67 member countries was up 4.1 percent in 
February, 2017, compared with the same month in 2016, even 
though February had an extra day last year.

China remains the main culprit contributing to the global 
glut.  The National Bureau of Statistics of China reported its 
crude steel output rose by 5.8 percent through the first two 
months of the year. As reported last month, China’s pledges to 
cut capacity amount to a lot of smoke and mirrors as it counts 
closures of plants previously shut down while continuing to 
open new steel plants.

U.S. service center steel shipments decreased by (1.7) 
percent from February, 2016, according to the Metals Service 
Center Institute (MSCI).  The slowdown followed on the heels 
of a 9.4 percent year-to-year gain in January.  Steel product 
inventories decreased (6.4) percent from February a year ago.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Domestic stainless steel producers announced modest 
increases in surcharges for April.  Most increases amounted 
to less than 1.0 percent, except for Type 316, which the 
domestic producers were boosting around 2.7 percent.  
According to MEPS International, Ltd., April’s austenitic 
stainless steel prices are likely to peak for the year in North 
America.  Although nickel prices are expected to surge in the 
second half, they are likely to be offset by other reductions in 
mill costs. 

Nickel prices are proving volatile. After tickling $11,000 
per ton on the London Metal Exchange (LME) in February, 
prices had dropped to under $10,000 in March.  A big reason, 
apparently, is a pickup in production, thanks to Indonesia 
weakening its export ban.  Prices are likely to decline even 

more, if the Philippines relax environmental regulations 
that have closed 23 mines representing around half of the 
country’s annual nickel production.  Some analysts predict the 
Philippines will do so simply because of the employment and 
economic impact of those mines.  London-based BMI Research 
predicts that global nickel ore production will average 3.7 
percent annual growth in the next five years.

Global stainless steel melt shop production increased by 
10.2 percent in 2016, according to the International Stainless 
Steel Forum (ISSF).  Most of the increase was contributed by 
China, where production rose by 15.7 percent.

U.S. high-carbon ferrochrome prices were edging up a bit 
in March, with most analysts predicting them to hold steady 
for the foreseeable future.  Spot market activity was reported 
as slow and supplies adequate.

U.S. ferrosilicon prices were reported by American Metal 
Market (AMM) to be softening a bit at the end of March as 
suppliers looked to unload inventory before 1Q17 drew to a 
close.  Rising prices overseas lead many to believe ferrosilicon 
will be reversing course and heading up soon.

Both silicomanganese and high-carbon ferromanganese 
prices were reported slipping at month’s end, according to 
an assessment from American Metal Market (AMM), in phase 
with slumping manganese ore.   This may not last because of 
tight supplies.

Thin inventories were putting upward pressure on 
molybdenum prices.  According to the assessment from 
American Metal Market (AMM) in early March, moly oxide tags 
were at nearly nine-month highs, while U.S. spot prices for 
ferromolybdenum were at levels not seen in nearly two years.

Tubular Products
Oil and gas drill rigs operating in the U.S. continue to climb.  
The week ended March 31 found their numbers climbing to 
824, up a whopping 83.0 percent from the comparable week 
last year and the highest number since late 2015.

All that new drilling is reverberating in higher OCTG 
prices.  Various U.S. mills raised OCTG tags by between $100 
a ton all the way up to $250/ton for seamless line pipe.  This is 
coming on top of previous increases in January and February.  
Meantime, formerly bloated inventories at distributor supply 
houses are rapidly dwindling.  American Metal Market’s (AMM) 
latest assessment of OCTG prices found domestic seamless 
J55 casing spiking up $120 per ton since February to an 
average $1,200.  Imported J55 went up $50 to $1,000 per ton.  
Domestic N80 casing gained $50 in March to an average of 
$1,370 per ton, while imports of the same product increased 
$30 to $1,210.  Domestic L80 was at $1,375 on average, up $15 
from February, while imported L80 gained $40 to an average 
$1,220.  P110 categories remained unchanged, according to 
AMM, selling on average for $1,450 per ton for domestic and 
$1,250 for imported product.
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Line pipe, too, is on an upswing.  American Metal Market 
(AMM) pegged domestic X52 line pipe at $1,140 on average in 
March, up $20 from the prior month, while imported X52 stayed 
at $870 per ton.  X42 line pipe stayed the same, with domestic 
selling for an average $990 per ton and imports at $840.

TransCanada Corp. told American Metal Market (AMM) it 
plans to buy about 200 miles of fully U.S.-made line pipe 
for the Keystone XL pipeline.  Most of the line pipe for the 
1,000-plus-mile connection has already been produced by 
Welspun and Evraz North American.  The pipeline builder 
did not indicate which U.S. companies would get the rest 
of the order.  President Trump rescinded his predecessor’s 
cancellation of the project but with the provision that it use 
entirely U.S. pipe.  Pipe producers and distributors are in wide 
agreement that this would not be possible.

After holding steady through two months of 2017, 
standard pipe prices went up in March.  The latest 
assessment from American Metal Market (AMM) found A53 
gaining $20 for both A- and B-Grades.  Domestic A-grade was 
selling for an average of around $950 per ton and B-grade 
$970, while imports held steady at $820 per ton for A-grade 
and $840 for B-grade product.  Some observers think standard 
pipe is primed for gains because some producers are switching 
production from standard to OCTG or line pipe, which could 
lead to tighter standard pipe supplies in the near future.

Turkey has disputed U.S. countervailing duties of up to 
25.75 percent on its OCTG imports with the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). The duties were initiated in April 2014.

Tenaris announced that it would restart its ERW mill 
in Calgary, Alberta, in July.  Production at the mill was 

suspended in 2015 amid the slump in OCTG demand.  Tenaris 
plans to open a distribution center in Grand Prairie, Alberta, 
later this year for selling OCTG direct to shale drillers.

Copper

Copper’s 2017 price surge came to a halt in March.  Comex’s 
high point came on the first trading day when copper sold for 
$2.73 a pound, then fell to a low of $2.57 before leveling off 
in the $2.60s the rest of the month.  Comex copper reached 
a yearly high of $2.78 a pound on February 13th, rising more 
than 25.0 percent over the previous six months.  Analysts 
attribute the slowdown to a sudden surge of supply into LME 
warehouses and China’s announcement of a lower economic 
growth target for 2017. 

Look for copper to rise in the coming months due to a host 
of supply disruptions, says Goldman Sachs.  The investment 
banking firm predicts LME copper will surge to around $6,200 
a ton over the next three months, up from $5,860 on March 
31st, although some other analysts see it heading even higher 
this year.  Longer term, copper’s prospects look bullish, thanks 
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U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports
Landed duty-paid value (in $1,000s)

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,099,499 518,891 500,593 -3.5% -51.9%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 846,369 91,422 73,986 -19.1% -66.9%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 807,142 106,670 88,942 -16.6% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,090 213,862 182,937 -14.5% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,189 15,035 68,865 358.0% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 898,214 78,083 77,750 -0.4% -32.2%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,167 22,959 27,646 20.4% -59.6%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,472 30,265 36,495 20.6% -10.4%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 537,535 44,831 47,603 6.2% -19.3%

Source: U.S. International Trade Commission / U.S. Department of Commerce
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to forecasted global production deficits, which totaled 50,000 
tons in 2016, according to the International Copper Study 
Group (ICSG).

The biggest of those aforementioned supply disruptions 
concerns is Freeport-McMoRan’s dispute with the Indonesian 
government over control of the Grasberg operation, the second-
largest copper mine in the world.  Indonesia imposed new rules 
on miners aimed at gaining more revenue from their operations, 
which Freeport-McMoRan claims violates an operating 
agreement dating back to 1991.  The company is threatening to 
take Indonesia to arbitration to resolve the dispute, although in 
the meantime, it has scaled back operations.

Scrap
Ferrous scrap prices have been riding high in the first 
quarter, thanks to better demand, import restrictions and 
short supplies.  American Metal Market’s (AMM) assessment 
of the benchmark Midwest ferrous scrap index found March 
prices up from the prior month between 14.3 and 19.5 percent, 
depending on scrap types.  Its outlook for April is subdued, 
however, as the recent price surge has restored flows and 
outpaced demand.

The stainless scrap market has been stagnant, say 
observers.  Declining nickel prices and little change in supply 
or demand fundamentals have kept prices steady to slightly 
declining in March.

A similar story has been playing out for copper scrap, 
although brass scrap prices have been swinging upward lately 
due to short supply. 

Plastics
PVC sales in North America grew more than 4.0 percent 
in 2016 and exports by almost 6.0 percent, according to the 
American Chemistry Council (ACC).  That gain in demand 
enabled PVC resin prices to go up by 7¢/lb.  Much of the gain 
was attributed to a 5.0 percent gain in U.S. housing starts 
to 1.17 million, which is still an abysmal level by historical 
standards but an upward trend nonetheless.  Construction 
accounted for more than 63.0 percent of PVC sales.

One major PE resin producer was trying to implement a  
6¢/lb. increase for March 1st but was reportedly encountering 
headwinds.  Some increases of 3¢ were reported holding firm, 

and companies may try to duplicate that increase in April.  As oil 
prices pull back, resin producers will have trouble realizing gains.

PVC resins were holding on to price gains as February’s 4¢/
lb. increase took hold.  It was the first increase for PVC since 
last November.  PVC prices were expected to stay firm or 
increase as the U.S. and Canadian spring construction season 
heats up.

News of Note
Average sales for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors 
gained 3.4 percent on average year-on-year in February 
buoyed by a 12.0 percent increase for reporting firms in the 
upper quartile, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse 
Report.  The median increase showed a 2.0 percent gain.  
On a trailing 12-month basis, sales rose by an average 2.7 
percent (4.3 percent median).  For the first two months of the 
year, industrial PVF distributors’ sales were up 10.6 percent 
on average (10.5 percent median) compared with the same 
period in 2016.  Inventory levels were on average 3.7 percent 
higher in February, 2017, compared with February, 2016.

Industrial manufacturers and distributors found growth 
slacking off a bit in March, but they remain in a strong 
expansion mode, according to the March Economic Indicator 
Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply Association (ISA).  The 
ISA Manufacturer Index reached 60.0 in February compared 
with 63.5 in January, while the ISA Distributor Index decreased 
from 67.2 in January to 63.0 in February.  Nonetheless, both 
indices remain strong by historical standards.

The value of new construction starts in February rose 2.0 
percent from the previous month, according to Dodge Data 
& Analytics.  This was the second straight monthly increase, 
following a 15.0 percent hike in January, which followed four 
consecutive monthly declines to close out 2016.  Much of 
February’s advance came from a strong performance by the 
public works sector, while the volatile nonresidential building 
sector dropped (9.0) percent after its heady +18.0 percent 
performance in January.  Residential building in February 
slipped (3.0) percent due to a (23.0) percent retreat for 
multifamily housing, which follows 24.0 percent growth over 
the previous two months.  Single-family housing in February 
grew 5.0 percent, moving upward for the fifth straight month.

The Dodge Momentum Index rose 1.6 percent in February.  
The Momentum 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.  The Momentum Index 
has now increased for five consecutive months.

The Architecture Billings Index (ABI) returned to growth 
in February with an ABI score of 50.7 after registering 49.5 in 
January.  The ABI is thought to presage construction by nine to 
12 months.
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
January

2017
February

2017
% Change

% Change
February

2017

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 309.3 310.5 0.4 2.5

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 336.1 336.7 0.2 1.1

Ball valves 1149-0202 394.6 398.6 1.0 6.7

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 210.3 210.2 0.5 0.0

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 223.8 223.2 -0.3 0.7

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

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 N/A 330.1 N/A 3.1

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 287.7 288.5 0.3 1.9

Automatic valves 1149-0211 176.0 176.6 0.3 2.1

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 225.2 228.8 1.6 7.6

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-0671 81.3 N/A N/A N/A

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 88.8 N/A N/A N/A

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 91.2 N/A N/A N/A

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 283.5 292.2 3.1 1.2

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 199.8 208.3 4.3 28.8

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 102.2 104.2 2.0 2.9

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 146.3 147.5 0.8 0.7

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 295.9 299.0 1.0 1.2

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 246.1 248.9 1.1 1.1

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

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 223.9 222.6 -0.6 0.5

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 277.6 278.0 0.1 0.5

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 175.1 175.1 0.0 0.5

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 370.3 370.7 0.1 4.5

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 353.0 353.7 0.2 4.6

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 232.0 232.2 0.1 4.3

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 100.7 100.3 -0.4 1.4

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

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

