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Nickel and Copper from the Deep Blue 
Sea?
Remember the Glomar Explorer? It was the name of a ship 
developed by Howard Hughes in the 1970s, supposedly 
to extract manganese nodules from the ocean floor. Its 
real purpose was an attempt by the CIA to recover a Soviet 
submarine that had sunk several years earlier, an operation 
that proved partly successful as a portion of the remains was 
pulled up.

The cover story concocted by the CIA was ahead of its time. 
More than 40 years later, a Canadian firm is planning to launch 
the world’s first deep-sea mining venture in 2019. As explained 
in this article that appeared in The Economist a few months 
ago, this venture will be aimed at plucking copper and gold 
from the seabed. One estimate has it that the sea floor has 
enough copper (and nickel) deposits to meet world demand 
for decades. If true, and if ocean mining proves economically 
successful, the widely predicted global copper production 
deficits in years ahead may never come to pass.

Carbon Steel
U.S. hot-rolled coil prices dropped below $600 a ton on 
average for the first time this year losing about (10.0) 
percent from the yearly peak of $660 in late March. Imports 
were dropping by $20-40 a ton in American Metal Market’s 
(AMM) latest assessment, attributable to foreign firms keeping 
their heads down amid the Section 232 investigation into steel 
imports. But European and Chinese markets were heading 
back up. Sources say trade actions may have decoupled U.S. 
prices from those in China. 

U.S. service center steel shipments decreased by (4.2) 
percent from April, 2016, according to the Metals Service 
Center Institute (MSCI), while steel product inventories 
dropped (6.0) percent in the same comparison. April 
shipments tumbled (15.0) percent compared with the previous 
month. Steel product inventories decreased (6.0) percent from 
April a year ago.

Finished steel imports were up 11.6 percent through four 
months of 2017 compared with the same period a year ago, 
according to preliminary U.S. Census Bureau data presented by 
the American Iron & Steel Institute (AISI). Finished steel import 
market share was an estimated 27.0 percent in April and is 
estimated at 26.0 percent YTD.

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.
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Foreign trade in steel has increased by 70 million 
tonnes and $45 billion in value during the past five years, 
according to MEPS. The main reason is ease of internet 
sourcing and communication.

Editor’s Note: You may note that sometimes in this report 
measurements may be given in “tons,” while in others in 
“tonnes.” In case you are unfamiliar with the difference, a “ton” 
refers to the American measure, also known as a “short ton,” 
which weighs 2,000 pounds. “Tonne” refers to a metric ton, 
the unit of measure preferred by most of the world outside of 
the U.S., which weighs in at 2,204.6 pounds, more than 10.0 
percent higher than the American ton.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Stainless prices are under continuing pressure from slack 
demand and nickel weakness. Domestic producers have 
been unable to sustain increases in monthly surcharges for 
most types, although base price increases enacted earlier in 
the year seem to be holding. China’s stainless production and 
consumption is thought to be slumping.

Most domestic stainless steel surcharges are heading lower 
for June, according to American Metal Market (AMM). Types 201, 
304 and 316 extras are declining in a range from (1.41) percent 
for Type 201 to (4.69) percent Type 316. Domestic producers 
have left Type 430 surcharges unchanged. Lower tags for nickel, 
manganese and moly explain the restraint.

LME’s cash nickel contract averaged $9,668.61 per tonne 
in April, down from $10,230.43 per tonne in March. May saw 
further erosion, with the LME’s cash nickel contract closing 
the official session at $8,810 per tonne ($4 per pound) on May 
31, down (3.5) percent from a week earlier. Nobody sees a 
significant boost on the horizon, now that nickel exports are 
flowing again from Indonesia, and the Philippines dismissed 
an environmental official who had ordered the closure or 
suspension of more than two dozen mining operations. 

Global stainless steel consumption is expected to slow to a 
growth rate of 4.0 percent in 2017 and 3.8 percent next year, 
down from an increase of 9.9 percent last year, according to 
the International Stainless Steel Forum (ISSF). Last year’s heady 
growth came as a surprise, and it’s anticipated the global 
market will adjust.

Global stainless production will reach another new high 
this year, however, according to MEPS. Last year’s output 
increased by more than 10.0 percent from 2015, but that 
growth rate is expected to slow to around 3.75 percent in 2017.

Tubular Products
Have energy tubulars plateaued? At least they did in May 
with most prices stabilizing or even declining a bit. OCTG 
tags are responding to stagnant crude oil prices that have 
dropped below $50 a barrel and declining hot-rolled coil, plus 
shortages have largely disappeared, inventories have been 
replenished and imports have picked up steam. The latest 
assessment from American Metal Market (AMM) for the OCTG 
grades found domestic seamless J55 casing selling between 
$1,100 to $1,200 per ton in May compared with an average of 
$1,200 the prior month. Imported J55 casing was reported at 
between $950-$970 a ton with the upper figure calculated as 
the average in April.

Line pipe prices also were mostly unchanged in May, 
according to AMM. An exception was imported X52, 
which AMM assessed in a range of $850 to $870 per ton, a 
little below the $870 average recorded in April. Domestic X52 
remained at $1,085 to $1,120 per ton during the month, while 
domestic and imported X42 were at $990 per ton and $840 per 
ton, respectively.

OCTG imports have skyrocketed 210.0 percent higher 
YTD through April, according to preliminary U.S. Census 
Bureau data presented by the American Iron & Steel Institute 
(AISI). South Korean imports realized a sharp upswing in April, 
which some observers attribute to the relatively light duties 
assigned to Korean OCTG in a recent Commerce Dept. ruling. 
Standard pipe imports are up 28.0 percent in the same period 
while line pipe imports gained 11.0 percent. The chart, below, 
shows a more detailed breakdown of pipe and tube imports, 
through March.

Pipe and tube manufacturers were in the foreground 
of Section 232 hearings as half dozen tubular executives 
testified on May 24th in favor of tariff relief from imports. 
Edward Vore, chairman of the Committee on Pipe & Tube 
Imports and CEO of ArcelorMittal Tubular Products North 
America, said his segment accounts for about one-third of all 
consumption of domestic hot-rolled steel.

USBancorp (parent of U.S. Bank) has caved to 
environmental activists with a policy of not issuing loans to 
companies building new oil and gas pipelines. Shale producers 
are outraged and point out that pipelines are safer and more 
environmentally responsible than alternative shipping by truck 
and rail. USBancorp’s “Environmental Responsibility Policy” 
also prohibits lending for new coal mines, any mountaintop-
removal mining and coal-fired power plants. “Sensitive” 
industries that are the subject of additional due diligence 
include fracking, oil sands and offshore oil production; metals 
mining; and nuclear and hydroelectric power.

http://www.meps.co.uk
http://www.amm.com
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://www.worldstainless.org
http://www.meps.co.uk
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Import-ERW-line-pipe-X52-cf-short-ton-xxzs79vpr4kf
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Domestic-ERW-line-pipe-X52-ex-mill-short-ton-xxzr4d4v8t6z
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Domestic-ERW-line-pipe-X42-ex-mill-short-ton-qs7l6lwdq660
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Import-ERW-line-pipe-X42-cf-short-ton--qs7l6lwdq68h
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Import-ERW-line-pipe-X42-cf-short-ton--qs7l6lwdq68h
http://www.census.gov
http://www.census.gov
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.commerce.gov
https://www.usbank.com/community/environmental-sustainability.aspx
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Copper

Copper prices remained sluggish in May 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 narrow lower range. May’s high came on May 1st when 
the Comex closed at $2.65. Since then, the market has been 
mostly trading between $2.50 and $2.60, finishing the month 
at $2.58 after a brief rise to $2.60 following a miners’ strike at 
the world’s third largest copper mine, a Freeport McMoRan 
facility in Indonesia.

A similar story played out with copper on the LME where 
prices in May remained sluggish in hovering around the 
$5,600 per ton mark. The average LME cash price for April, 
2017, was $5,697.67 per tonne, down from the March average 
of $5,821.52 per tonne. The 2017 high and low copper prices 
through the end of May were $6,145.00 (on February 14th) 
and $5,500.50 per tonne (on January 4th), respectively, and the 
year’s average was $5,802.07 per tonne (19.0 percent above 
2016’s annual average).

The worldwide refined copper balance for the first two 
months of 2017 indicates a surplus of around 150,000 
tonnes mainly due to a (9.5) percent decline in Chinese 
apparent demand.  China currently represents 47.0 percent of 
the world copper refined usage, according to the International 
Copper Study Group (ICSG). Outside of China, global 
consumption rose by 2.5 percent.

Another copper organization predicts a small deficit in 
global refined copper for 2017 and a broadly balanced market 
next year. The International Wrought Copper Council (IWCC) has 
completed its latest six-month review of the copper market and 
has forecasted copper demand to increase by 2.8 percent this 
year leading to a global deficit of around 277,000 tonnes. 

Copper demand will surge with renewables. That’s the 
opinion of two separate analysts. A New York-based natural 
resources investment firm, Goehring & Rozencwajg Associates, 
expects electric vehicles, wind and photovoltaic solar farms 
to have a major impact on copper demand into the next 
decade. The firm has bet around 16.0 percent of its investment 
portfolio in copper. Global financial services giant UBS AG 
similarly believes that the electric vehicle market is about to 
reach a tipping point that will dramatically increase demand 
for copper, nickel and other metal. UBS AG calculates that 
global copper demand would grow by 21.0 percent, if 100.0 
percent of the world’s vehicles were electric, although that 
scenario is highly unlikely in the foreseeable future.

Scrap
American Metal Market’s (AMM) benchmark Midwest ferrous 
scrap index showed most gains for No. 1 busheling and No. 1 
heavy melt in April while shredded scrap decreased slightly. 
Steel mills were reported to be eager buyers and quickly 
locked up scrap to support anticipated production.
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U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports
Landed duty-paid value (in $1,000s)

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,099,499 1,316,433 1,737,424 32.0% -51.9%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 846,369 218,844 266,936 22.0% -66.9%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 807,142 232,533 338,646 45.6% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,090 547,336 646,304 18.1% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,189 58,289 212,659 264.8% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 898,214 212,239 228,111 7.5% -35.2%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,167 66,242 85,824 29.6% -59.6%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,472 89,772 108,539 20.9% -10.4%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 537,535 136,002 137,790 1.3% -19.3%

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

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/
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.icsg.org
http://www.coppercouncil.org/
https://www.ubs.com/us/en/wealth/about_us.html
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
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Global ferrous markets are looking upbeat for this year, 
according to the Bureau of International Recycling (BIR). The 
organization points to robust demand for steelmaking raw 
materials and improved finished steel prices in key markets, 
including China, Europe and the United States.

Almost 40.0 percent of the world’s steel production is 
made from scrap, according to the BIR. It also notes that 
recycling steel uses 75.0 percent less energy than creating 
steel from raw materials, 90.0 percent less virgin materials 
and 40.0 percent less water.  Steel produced from scrap also 
produces 76.0 percent fewer water pollutants, 86.0 percent 
fewer air pollutants and 97.0 percent less mining waste.

The stainless steel scrap market saw prices slip dramatically 
in late May in phase with falling prices for nickel, chrome and 
iron. The latest assessment from American Metal Market (AMM) 
shows Types 316 and 304 solids and turnings dropping several 
cents per pound in most markets with ferritic grades staying 
stable or slightly lower in week-by-week comparisons.

Recycling is also rampant for stainless steel, reports BIR. 
Approximately 90.0 percent of end-of-life stainless steel is 
collected and recycled into new products, and an average 
stainless steel object is composed of about 60.0 percent 
recycled material.

Copper and brass scrap markets have been feeling upward 
pressure due to steady demand amid pockets of short supply, 
says AMM. Discounts are said to be tightening.

Plastics
PE spot markets were reported to be quite active in late 
May with PE resin prices mostly holding steady despite efforts 
by producers to enact another three cents per pound increase. 
A couple of producers actually decreased their prices by that 
amount. HDPE resin is still extremely scarce, and injection 
material has risen by 15 cents per pound since March.

PVC resin prices were headed for a drop of one to three 
cents per pound in June, according to one expert consulted 
by Plastics Technology magazine. Lower feedstock, mainly oil, 
and falling export prices are cited as the reasons. Seasonal 
construction markets may boost demand in the near future.

At least half of U.S. water and sewer lines are off-limits 
to plastic pipe due to environmental and code restrictions. 
PVC pipe interests are on a blitz to increase its share of those 
markets, including a 128-page report touting PVC’s life-cycle 
economics and refuting concerns of health hazards. The report 
was compiled by an environmental consulting firm hired by 
the Uni-Bell PVC Pipe Association, which represents North 
American manufacturers of PVC pipe.

The U.S. plastics industry will generate about 17 million 
more tons of PE capacity over the next five years thanks to 
the shale gas revolution, according to the Institute of Scrap 
Recycling Industries (ISRI).

News of Note
Anheuser Busch announced plans to spend some $200 
million this year on capital investments for breweries and 
distribution centers in various locations. That’s a lot of pipe to 
be sold and installed!

Average sales for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors gained 
5.0 percent year-on-year in April buoyed by a 9.4 percent 
increase for reporting firms in the upper quartile, according 
to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. The median increase 
showed a 2.6 percent gain. On a trailing 12-month basis, sales 
rose by an average 4.0 percent (4.5 percent median). For the 
first four months of the year, PVF distributors’ sales were up 
5.2 percent on average (4.8 percent median) compared with 
the same period of 2016. Inventory levels were on average 5.3 
percent higher in April, 2017, compared with April, 2016.

Industrial manufacturers and distributors continued 
strong growth in April, according to the April ISA Economic 
Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply Association 
(ISA). The ISA Manufacturer Index reached 58.0 in April 
compared with a sizzling 65.5 in March, although still solid by 
historical standards. The ISA Distributor Index hit 58.5 in April, 
down from 64.3 in March, although likewise still robust. The 
Anticipated Business Conditions Index and the Anticipated 
New Orders Index were also strong for the month, which 
suggests that members feel positive that this growth trajectory 
will continue.

The value of new construction starts in April dropped 
(13.0) percent from the previous month, according to 
Dodge Data & Analytics. Much of April’s slide reflected a steep 
(39.0) percent plunge in non-building construction. Residential 
building slipped a more moderate (5.0) percent in April, and 
nonresidential building receded only a slight (1.0) percent as 
it basically held steady with its pace in February and March. 
During the first four months of 2017, total construction starts 
on an unadjusted basis were down (4.0) percent from last 
year’s January-April period. If the volatile manufacturing plant 
and electric utility/gas plant categories are excluded, total 
construction starts during the first four months of 2017 would 
be up 4.0 percent compared to last year.

The Dodge Momentum Index fell (5.1) percent in April. 
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. Since early 2016, the 
Momentum Index has gained substantial ground, increasing 
by over 20.0 percent through March this year. Despite April’s 
decline, the broad, upward trend for the Momentum Index 
suggests that construction activity still has further room to 
grow in 2017. 

Architecture firms’ billings went up for the third straight 
month in April, although the reading of 50.9 for the national 
Architecture Billings Index (ABI) was a drop from March’s 54.3. 
Firms indicated that plenty of work remains in the pipeline, 
however, as new project inquiries and design contract value 
both increased again in April. Business conditions improved in 
all regions of the country, which is only the second time this 
has happened within in the last 12 months. The ABI is thought 
to presage construction by 9-12 months and points to healthy 
levels of construction activity this year and into 2018.

file:///Users/Roger/Documents/UGMG%20Job%20Files/Customer%20Files/ASA%20-%20American%20Supply%20Association/ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest/17-936%20ASA%20Materials%20Market%20Digest%20June%202017/Customer%20docs/Bureau%20of%20International%20Recycling%20(BIR)
http://www.bir.org/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.ptonline.com/articles/commodity-resin-prices-falling
http://www.sustainablesolutionscorporation.com/paper-unibell.html
https://www.uni-bell.org/
http://www.isri.org
http://www.isri.org
http://www.manufacturing.net/news/2017/05/anheuser-busch-announces-millions-us-capital-projects?et_cid=5957878&et_rid=425351108&location=top&et_cid=5957878&et_rid=425351108&linkid=http%3a%2f%2fwww.manufacturing.net%2fnews%2f2017%2f05%2fanheuser-busch-announces-millions-us-capital-projects%3fet_cid%3d5957878%26et_rid%3d%25%25subscriberid%25%25%26location%3dtop
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.isapartners.org
http://www.construction.com/dodge/
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
March
2017

April
2017

% Change
% Change

April
2016

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 312.5 313.3 0.3 1.9

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 341.5 339.5 -0.6 0.2

Ball valves 1149-0202 398.2 399.9 0.4 3.3

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 214.6 214.1 -0.2 2.4

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 223.2 223.2 0.0 0.7

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 N/A 308.0 N/A 3.7

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 N/A 331.6 N/A 3.0

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 292.3 293.5 0.4 2.6

Automatic valves 1149-0211 176.7 176.8 0.1 1.7

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 243.8 254.3 4.3 19.0

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

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 88.8 93.6 9.0 5.4

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 91.3 96.7 5.9 4.3

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 264.9 282.4 6.6 -1.9

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 203.9 203.5 -0.2 23.0

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 103.6 106.3 2.6 7.5

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 147.8 148.4 0.4 1.1

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

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 248.9 248.9 0.0 1.1

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 150.1 150.1 0.0 1.9

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 223.9 223.9 0.0 0.5

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 278.0 278.5 0.2 0.7

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 175.1 175.6 0.3 0.7

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 370.0 370.0 0.0 4.0

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 353.0 353.0 0.0 4.4

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 231.8 231.8 0.0 3.7

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 101.5 103.1 1.6 2.6

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

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

