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Steel & Copper Markets Poised For 
Disruption
According to one story that appeared in the March 11, 2017, 
edition of The Economist, new technologies could slash the 
cost of steel production.  The method is actually based on an old 
technique devised more than a century ago by steel legend Henry 
Bessemer but impractical to implement until now.  It is low-cost 
and demands much less footprint than a modern steel plant.

A second story in the same edition of The Economist predicts 
a huge increase in copper demand is looming thanks to a 
burgeoning market for electric vehicles and storage batteries.  
If this comes to pass, the price of copper may go through the 
roof given widespread forecasts of a global production deficit 
in the coming years.  On the other hand, copper supplies may 
get a boost from seafloor mining; more to come in the next 
installment of this report.

Speaking of disruption, you’ve probably heard about President 
Trump’s investigation of a possible Section 232 case against 
steel imports, invoking national security as a rationale to impose 
emergency tariffs against foreign steel.  According to an article 
written last month by Michael Cowden for American Metal Market 
(AMM), Section 232 has been invoked only twice since the 
U.S. joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995:  in 
1999 on crude oil imports and in 2001 on iron and steel 
imports.  In both cases, the U.S. Department of Commerce 
(DOC) chose not to act, according to the Alliance for American 
Manufacturing.  And according to Bob Tita’s article last month 
in The Wall Street Journal, results aren’t likely to be any different 
this time either.  The main reason is various anti-dumping 
actions against steel importers - 113 in all - have already 
dropped steel imports some (26.0) percent below 2015 levels.

Carbon Steel
U.S. hot-rolled coil prices dropped (1.5) percent to $640 
per ton in American Metal Market’s (AMM) weekly price 
assessment on April 24th.  The decline caught up with Asian 
and EU markets, where hot band had been on a downward 
trend for several weeks prior.  Overseas prices were dropping 
by about $25 a pound each week.  U.S. producers may have 
reached too far with rate increases following a series of 
antidumping duties imposed late last year.  Also, lower-priced 
hot-rolled coil imports have started to surge.

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

(630) 467-0000 | info@asa.net | AdvanceYourAbility.com

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.

© 2017, American Supply Association. All rights reserved.
The ASA Materials Market Digest© is published as a member 
service of the American Supply Association (ASA). 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.

http://www.economist.com/news/business/21718545-150-year-old-idea-finally-looks-working-new-technologies-could-slash-cost-steel
http://www.economist.com/
http://www.economist.com/news/business/21718532-electric-vehicles-and-batteries-are-expected-create-huge-demand-copper-and-cobalt-mining
http://www.economist.com/
https://www.commerce.gov/news/fact-sheets/2017/04/frequently-asked-questions-section-232-investigations-effect-steel-imports
http://www.amm.com/Article/3710968/Section-232-probe-into-steel-imports-near-AAM.html
http://www.amm.com/Article/3710968/Section-232-probe-into-steel-imports-near-AAM.html
https://www.wto.org/
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.americanmanufacturing.org/
http://www.americanmanufacturing.org/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/donald-trumps-bid-to-stem-steel-imports-faces-hurdles-1492717262
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.asa.net
http://www.asa.net
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/MMD
mailto:info@asa.net
http://www.advanceyourability.com/
mailto:wrdwzrd@aol.com
http://www.asa.net/Education/tabid/573/Default.aspx
http://www.asa.net


ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   3  © 2017 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

Falling steel prices in China and Asia suggest global 
steel prices have peaked, according to MEPS International, 
Ltd.  The London-based metals tracking firm doesn’t expect 
steep declines anytime soon thanks, in part, to widespread 
antidumping actions that have restrained imports from 
undermining prices.

U.S. finished steel imports in March rose 21.0 percent 
over February and hit a nearly two-year high, according to 
preliminary data from the U.S. Census Bureau and compiled by 
the American Iron & Steel Institute (AISI).  Year-to-date through 
three months of 2017, finished steel imports were up 7.8 
percent versus the same period in 2016.  Finished steel import 
market share was an estimated 26.0 percent in March and is 
estimated at 25.0 percent, YTD.  Key finished steel products 
with significant YTD import increases versus the same period 
last year include OCTG, standard pipe and line pipe, up 144.0 
percent, 29.0 percent and 16.0 percent, respectively.

U.S. service centers saw steel shipments continue to 
strengthen in March, rising 9.7 percent compared with the 
same month of 2016.  Steel product inventories dropped by 
(6.1) percent in the same comparison, according to the Metals 
Service Center Institute (MSCI). The decrease in inventories 
followed a three-month trend of restocking.

World crude steel production increased 4.6 percent 
in March compared with the same month in 2016 for 
the 67 countries reporting to the World Steel Association 
(WorldSteel).  For the first three months of the year, production 
was up by 5.7 percent.  The crude steel capacity utilization 
ratio of the 67 countries in March, 2017, was 72.7 percent.  This 
was 2.2 percentage points higher than March, 2016, and 2.0 
percentage points higher than February, 2017.

WorldSteel predicts global demand to rise 1.3 percent this 
year.  Its short-term forecast cites a cyclical upturn in steel 
demand through 2018 due to continued recovery in developed 
economies and accelerating growth in emerging economies.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Three of the four largest domestic stainless steel producers 
decreased May surcharges for all types in response to falling 
tags for nickel, manganese, iron and molybdenum.  ATI, AK 
Steel and NAS announced declines of a little less than (2.0) 
percent for Type 201, -3.9% for Type 304 and around (2.15) 
percent for Type 316.  Surcharges for Type 430 were reported 
dropping by about a third of a percent.  Inventory overhangs, 
coupled with nickel dropping on the London Metal Exchange 
(LME), are leading to declines in stainless prices after a 
relatively robust first quarter, although most of the gains were 
attributable to January base price hikes.

MEPS International, Ltd. concurs that stainless prices 
in North America likely peaked in April.  Despite nickel 
dropping to around $9,200 on the LME in late April, MEPS 
continues to forecast a rebound above $11,000 in the second 
half, although weakening of other raw material costs may work 
to counteract that market force.

Nickel’s predicted rise is largely due to predictions of a 
global market deficit.  According to the International Nickel 
Study Group (INSG), the nickel market moved into a deficit 
of 49,700 tons in 2016 from a surplus of 91,400 tons in 2015.  
That could change with new supplies from Indonesia, which 
in January relaxed its three-year ban on exporting nickel ore.  
A Citigroup metals research spokesman told the International 
Nickel Conference in late April that global stocks of nickel are 
holding up well, totaling more than 1 million tons at the end 
of 2016.

Tubular Products
Tumbling hot-rolled coil prices led to the first OCTG and 
line pipe declines in five months.  The latest assessment from 
American Metal Market (AMM) in late April found domestic 
N80 seamless casing dropping $70 to $1,300, on average, 
and domestic L80 selling at the same level, down from $1,375 
a month earlier.  Both grades were said to be losing favor 
to upgraded P110 material.  Imported N80 dropped $40 to 
$1,180 per ton, while L80 imports were selling at similar levels.  
According to AMM, domestic J55 held steady at $1,200 per 
ton, while imports of J55 fell $30 to $970 a ton, on average.  
Domestic P110 casing dropped $25 to $1,425 per ton, while 
imported P110 held steady at $1,250 per ton.

Adding to cheaper hot-rolled coil, OCTG prices were 
thought subdued, in part, by relatively light duties given to 
South Korean imports in an early-April administrative review 
by the U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC). DOC assigned 
dumping margins ranging from 2.76 percent to 24.92 percent 
on South Korean OCTG imports.  Nexsteel was at that upper 
level, and SeAH Steel’s margin was dropped to 2.76 percent, 
while all other South Korean producers faced a dumping rate 
of 13.84 percent.  Domestic OCTG producers were arguing 
for 36.0 percent margins, charging that the Korean mills were 
making product from Chinese and Korean hot-rolled coil that 
had been subjected to steep duties.

April’s OCTG price declines occurred despite a continued 
surge in energy drilling.  The Baker Hughes U.S. Rotary Rig 
Count on April 28 reached 870, almost double the 450 oil and 
gas drilling rigs in operation at the same time last year.

Line pipe prices also reversed course after five months of 
gains, according to AMM. Its latest assessment pegged X52 line 
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http://www.amm.com/
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pipe selling in a range of $1,085 to $1,120 per ton, down from 
$1,140 per ton in March.  Imported X52 was unchanged at $870 
per ton, on average.  Domestic and imported X42 prices were 
unchanged at $990 per ton and $840 per ton, respectively.

Could domestic mills provide all the line pipe needed for 
President Trump’s push to have all pipelines made from 
American-made product?  The mills told DOC yes, pointing to 
excess capacity and a miniscule 37.0 percent utilization rate in 
2015.  The response from five oil, gas and pipeline groups said 
various inputs would not be available in adequate quantities 
or in some of the necessary specifications, if only domestically 
produced goods are allowed.

Standard pipe prices mostly held steady in April.  AMM’s 
assessment during the last week of the month found 
domestic A53 standard pipe prices unchanged from the prior 
month, with Grade B remaining at $970 per ton and Grade A 
at $950 per ton.  Import A53 prices weakened, however, with 
Grade B dropping $20 to $820 per ton, and Grade A falling 
from $820 to $800 per ton. Imports were impacted by lower 
coil prices in China.

Copper

Copper prices remained sluggish in April after a mini-surge 
in the first two months of 2017.  Comex copper reached a 
yearly high of $2.78 a pound on February 13th, a gain of more 
than 25.0 percent over the previous six months, before settling 
into a rather narrow lower range since.  April’s high came on 
April 5th when the Comex at $2.68.  It was mostly gentle bumps 
the rest of the month with a low close of $2.53 on April 18th.

LME copper prices were also subdued in April, reaching 
highs upward of $5,800 per ton early in the month before 
falling to around $5,600 at the lows. LME and Shanghai 
warehouses were bulging with inventories, helping to offset 
supply issues in Peru and Indonesia.  Researchers from Bank of 
America Merrill Lynch think copper prices have bottomed out 
and predicted a rally in the second quarter to around $6,500 a 
ton ($2.95 a pound).

The world refined copper balance for January, 2017, 
indicates a surplus of around 50,000 tons, according to the 
International Copper Study Group (ICSG).  Longer term deficits 
are widely predicted.
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Daily Comex Copper Spot Prices 
 

April, 2017 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,099,499 932,701 1,051,124 12.7% -51.9%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 846,369 135,772 172,981 27.4% -66.9%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 807,142 192,419 187,695 -2.5% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,090 387,435 392,979 1.4% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,189 40,077 131,246 227.5% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 898,214 141,920 145,864 2.8% -32.2%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,167 42,755 51,893 21.4% -59.6%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,472 58,818 68,538 16.5% -10.4%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 537,535 89,484 92,102 2.9% -19.3%

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

http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.lme.com/metals/non-ferrous/copper/
https://www.bofaml.com/en-us/content/global-research-about.html
https://www.bofaml.com/en-us/content/global-research-about.html
http://www.icsg.org
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
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Scrap
Will China’s scrap end up as its hidden treasure?  China has 
an estimated stockpile of 8.11 billion tons of ferrous scrap.  By 
comparison, the U.S., Canada and Mexico, collectively, have 
around 2.35 billion tons.  China is hanging on to most of it for 
domestic use, but a speaker at a recent convention of the Institute 
of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI) told of a threat to global 
markets, if the Chinese suddenly decide to sell a bunch of it.

The benchmark Midwest ferrous scrap market retreated 
in April.  American Metal Market’s (AMM) assessment of the 
Midwest ferrous scrap index for No. 1 busheling settled 
at $350.29 per ton for April, down from $365.15 per ton 
in March.  Shredded scrap dropped from $322.39 per ton 
to $297.27 per ton, while No. 1 heavy melt dropped to $265.96 
per ton from $300.57 in the March assessment.  According to 
AMM, a variety of factors led to the declines, including outages, 
inventory reductions, consumer leverage and concern over 
falling export prices.

U.S. bulk ferrous scrap exports did, indeed, seem lifeless 
in April.  Major customer Turkey was mostly sitting on the 
sidelines due to a surplus of raw material and weak order 
books.  West Coast shippers reported no bulk cargo shipments 
last month.

The stainless scrap market is holding steady and looks 
poised to move up.  Weak nickel and chrome prices are 
weighing down the market, but supply shortages have sent 
most types trending upward in price as April drew to a close.  
The energy drilling recovery is helping to boost sales to 
stainless pipe mills.  AMM’s assessment of broker/processor 
buying prices for Type 316 stainless scrap solids gained 3 to 5 
cents per pound the last week of April, while Type 304 solids 
and turnings were also nudging up.

Copper and brass scrap prices have been dropping a bit 
due to overseas competition and buyers watching the Comex 
for buying signals.  Demand remained quiet.

Plastics
HDPE pipe continues to be in short supply following last 
year’s exit of a major manufacturer.  Remaining production 
lines are humming to keep pace with the upsurge in energy 
demand.  Typical lead times are four to six weeks with large 
diameter product taking as long as four months to get to 
purchasers.  No sign, yet, of the supply situation easing.

Both PE and PVC resin prices were trending down toward 
April’s end due, in part, to falling oil prices as well as robust 
inventories.  PE resins have gained 3¢/lb. so far this year, and 
some producers tried to enact another 3¢/lb. in April but have 
postponed the increase until May.

PVC suppliers also were reported having problems 
enacting their 3¢/lb. hike in April.  Some analysts see a 
retreat in the near term, although much will depend on the all-
important construction season for PVC pipe.  If home building 
takes off, PVC prices should respond in similar fashion.

News of Note
Average sales for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors gained 
3.7 percent year-on-year in March buoyed by a 14.2 percent 
increase for reporting firms in the upper quartile, according 
to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report.  The median increase 
showed a 2.8 percent gain.  On a trailing 12-month basis, sales 
rose by an average 1.6 percent and a median 3.5 percent.  For 
the first three months of the year, PVF distributors’ sales were 
up average 6.5 percent and a median 7.0 percent compared 
with the same period in 2016.  On average, inventory levels 
were 3.7 percent higher in March, 2017, compared with March, 
2016.

Industrial manufacturers and distributors found continued 
strong growth in March, according to the April ISA Economic 
Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply Association 
(ISA).  The ISA Manufacturer Index reached 65.5 in March 
compared with 60.0 in February, while the ISA Distributor 
Index remained at 63.0 in March.  Both indices remain strong 
by historical standards.

New construction starts in March increased 5.0 percent in 
value marking the third straight monthly gain, according to 
Dodge Data & Analytics, although the growth in March was 
led by the non-building construction sector and, particularly, 
by the start of two large multi-billion dollar pipeline projects.  
Through the first three months of 2017, total construction 
starts on an unadjusted basis were down (3.0) percent from 
the same period a year ago.  Nonresidential building in 
March was essentially unchanged from its February pace but 
registered a 7.0 percent gain, year-to-date, with institutional 
building up 35.0 percent, commercial building down (9.0) 
percent and manufacturing building down (44.0) percent.  
Residential building slipped a modest (1.0) percent, year-to-
date, with multifamily housing down (18.0) percent while 
single-family housing grew 9.0 percent. 

The Dodge Momentum Index increased by 0.9 percent 
in March over its revised February reading.  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.  The Momentum Index has now risen 
for six consecutive months with much of the gain being driven 
by institutional projects entering planning while commercial 
projects so far in 2017 have receded slightly. 

Architecture firms saw billings bump back up with the 
national Architecture Billings Index (ABI) scoring 54.3 in March.  
For the first quarter of the year, the ABI averaged 51.5, down 
a bit from the fourth quarter of 2016 when it registered 52.4.  
The ABI is thought to presage construction by 9-12 months 
and points to healthy levels of construction activity this year 
and into 2018.

http://www.isri.org
http://www.isri.org
http://www.amm.com/
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http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Shredded-steel-scrap-US-domestic-Midwest-Index-gross-ton-qs7l6lwpssh8
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/No-1-heavy-melt-scrap-US-domestic-Midwest-Index-gross-ton-qs7l6lwpssh9
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/No-1-heavy-melt-scrap-US-domestic-Midwest-Index-gross-ton-qs7l6lwpssh9
http://www.amm.com/
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http://www.amm.com/pricing/StainlessSteel/Pittsburgh-316-solids-clips-broker-buying-US-cents-per-pound-tl1ydvp0qyr2
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http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.isapartners.org
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https://www.construction.com/download/DMI-WHITE-PAPER-2015.pdf
https://www.construction.com/download/DMI-WHITE-PAPER-2015.pdf
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
February

2017
March
2017

% Change
% Change

March
2016

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 310.5 312.5 0.6 1.8

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 336.7 341.5 1.4 1.1

Ball valves 1149-0202 398.6 398.2 -0.1 2.9

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 210.2 214.6 2.1 2.6

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 330.1 N/A N/A N/A

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 288.5 292.3 1.3 2.3

Automatic valves 1149-0211 176.6 176.7 0.1 2.3

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 228.8 243.8 6.6 15.3

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

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 N/A 88.8 N/A -4.3

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 N/A 91.3 N/A -3.4

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 292.2 264.9 -9.3 -7.9

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 208.3 203.9 -2.1 22.8

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 104.2 103.6 -0.6 5.1

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 147.5 147.8 0.2 0.7

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 299.0 298.9 0.0 1.2

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 248.9 248.9 0.0 1.1

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 N/A 150.1 N/A 1.9

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 222.6 223.9 0.6 0.6

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 278.0 278.0 0.0 0.5

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

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 370.7 370.0 -0.2 4.0

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 353.7 353.0 -0.2 4.4

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 232.2 231.8 -0.2 3.7

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 100.3 101.5 1.2 1.6

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

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

