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Ready for Peak Oil Demand?
How ironic, I thought, while reading this article in the May 22, 
2017, edition of The Wall Street Journal. It wasn’t too long ago 
when the news media was filled with “peak oil” stories positing 
a time in the not too distant future when new oil discoveries, 
and thus production, will peter out. The shale revolution and 
fracking put an end to those doomsday scenarios.

A peak in oil demand may be more plausible. Environmental 
pressures and new technologies just may result in reduced 
demand for gasoline and other oil-based products, possibly 
even plastics. According to the article, this isn’t wishful 
thinking from environmental activists. The oil giants 
themselves are preparing for a day when demand for their 
product starts to diminish worldwide. Some industry insiders 
believe it could happen as soon as 2025, while most think it’s 
at least a decade or two farther out. Some don’t believe it will 
happen at all.

Of course, there’s a logical solution for Big Oil, if they choose 
to pursue it. When demand slackens, lower the price of oil 
products. Sacrifice some margin and profits for market share. 
That’s likely to stave off peak demand for, well, maybe forever.

Carbon Steel
Global and U.S. steel markets were roiled throughout 
June by the Trump Administration’s Section 232 investigation 
aiming to determine whether widespread steel import tariffs 
are justified due to national security implications. The U.S. 
Department of Commerce (DOC) missed its self-imposed 
deadline on June 30th for concluding the investigation.

Most businesses and trade groups spoke out against the 
Section 232 investigation. DOC released some 1,600 pages 
of public comments from 166 companies, trade associations, 
manufacturing coalitions and politicians and determined that 
only 32 respondents (19.3 percent) expressed outright support 
for the investigation, while the others voiced concerns about 
certain elements or flatly condemned it.

Most domestic steel prices have risen as a result of 232, 
while imports have laid low. Domestic hot-rolled coil prices 
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jumped about $20/ton in mid-June to around $600/ton, on 
average, before flattening out as the month drew to a close. 
Many observers doubt the increases are sustainable in that 
they stem almost entirely to the Section 232 hearings rather 
than underlying demand.

U.S. finished steel imports through five months of 2017 
are up 14.2 percent compared with the same period of 2016, 
according to the American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI), based 
on preliminary data from the U.S. Census Bureau. Finished steel 
import market share was an estimated 27.0 percent in May and 
is estimated at 26.0 percent year-to-date. Major products with 
significant YTD import increases versus the same period last 
year include oil country goods (up 227.0 percent), standard 
pipe (up 34.0 percent) and line pipe (up 25.0 percent).

Globally, steel prices are generally on the decline owing 
to continued overcapacity and limp demand. The MEPS All 
Products Composite Steel Price Index declined by (1.7) percent 
in June from the prior month, which also may be attributed to 
uncertainty over the U.S. Section 232 investigation.

U.S. steel distributors enjoyed a 7.0 percent gain in 
shipments in May compared with May, 2016, and a 10.3 
percent gain over April, according to data from the Metals 
Service Center Institute (MSCI). U.S. service centers’ steel 
inventories were (4.5) percent lower than in May, 2016, 
says MSCI. 

China continues to increase crude steel production, which 
has been estimated to rise almost 5.0 percent in the first 
four months of the year. However, one Western researcher 
indicated that most of the increase has gone to domestic 
consumption, while exports have dropped by more than a 
quarter during the four-month period.

World crude steel production increased 2.0 percent in May 
compared with May, 2016, for the 67 countries reporting to 
the World Steel Association (WorldSteel). WorldSteel calculated 
the crude steel capacity utilization ratio of its members at 
71.8 percent in May, 2017, which was 0.5 percentage points 
higher than May, 2016. Compared to April, 2017, it was (1.8) 
percentage points lower.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Stainless prices for July have dropped steeply, thanks 
to plunges in raw materials such as nickel, ferrochrome 
and molybdenum. The four big domestic producers (ATI, 
AK, NAS, Outokumpu) all announced surcharge decreases 
ranging between (8.45) percent to (12.52) percent for Types 
201, 304, 316 and 430 products. Base prices were reported 
holding reasonably steady. Like carbon steel, stainless prices 
were thought to be impacted by the DOC’s Section 232 
investigation, although it was unclear whether stainless would 
be included in any sanctions.

Nickel on the LME fell below $9,000 a ton for several days 
in June before slightly recovering late in the month, but 
nickel is still selling for around $2,000 less than the yearly 
highs of more than $11,000 reached in February. European 
ferrochrome was reported down (28.6) percent for the third 
quarter compared with the second. 

Global nickel production is expected to increase for the 
first time since 2013, according to BMI Research, another 
London-based metals tracking firm. Analysts there expect 
worldwide nickel output to grow by an average of 3.4 percent 
between 2017 and 2021 citing a weakening in Indonesia’s 
export ban as the primary reason.

U.S. silicon prices have reached their highest level since 
December, 2015, according to American Metal Market 
(AMM). The main reason is a decline in imports due to U.S. 
investigation of illegal dumping and subsidies from foreign 
silicon producers.

Tubular Products
OCTG prices remained strong in June, thanks to oil and 
gas drilling reaching 26-month highs with more than double 
the number of rigs in operation at the same time last year. 
American Metal Market (AMM) assessed June prices for 
domestic J55 casing ranging from $1,100 to $1,200 per ton, 
while imported J55 casing was selling between $950 and $970 
per ton. AMM said domestic seamless L80 casing was at $1,450 
to $1,500 per ton, while L80 imports were selling for $1,275 to 
$1,300 per ton. Domestic welded L80 was assessed at $1,350 
to $1,425 per ton; imported welded was $1,175 to $1,200 
per ton. The prices for domestic high-collapse seamless P110 
casing were in a range between $1,500 and $1,550 per ton. 
The import equivalent was $1,400 to $1,425 per ton. Domestic 
high-collapse welded P110 was $1,400 to $1,450 per ton, while 
the imported welded came in at $1,300 to $1,325 per ton.

Line pipe prices did not fare as well in June. AMM pegged 
domestic X52 line pipe prices as dropping to a range of $1,075 
to $1,095 per ton from $1,085 to $1,120 per ton previously. 
Imported X52 fell to $830 to $870 per ton from $850 to $870 
per ton, while imported X42 prices were selling between $820 
and $840 per ton, a drop of about $20 per ton in some cases. 
The line pipe declines were blamed on low oil prices, Section 
232 uncertainty, and a surge of line pipe imports in May.
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Standard pipe prices also dropped in mid-June.  The latest 
assessment from AMM pegged domestic A53 grade B standard 
pipe in a range of $900 to $910 per ton, down about $45 from 
the previous assessment. Domestic A53 grade A standard pipe 
dropped to between $880-$890 per ton, dropping $60 to $70 
from the previous assessment.  Imported A53 standard pipe 
was unchanged on a lack of transactions, according to AMM. 
That was attributed to buyer reluctance to commit to imports 
while awaiting the impact of the Section 232 investigation.

Two Italian carbon steel flange producers were hit with 
dumping margins of 204.53 percent, and all other Italian 
importers received dumping penalties of 79.17 percent in a 
U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) ruling in June. Indian 
firms were assigned dumping and subsidy penalties ranging 
between 5.66 percent and 12.58 percent, while Spanish 
flange makers were previously given duties ranging from 
18.81 percent to 24.43 percent. The DOC rulings followed 
complaints filed by Weldbend and Boltex alleging “systematic 
underselling” below fair market value by the foreign firms.

May brought a surge in pipe imports from the prior month 
as well as year-over-year. According to preliminary data 
from the U.S. Commerce Department’s Enforcement and 
Compliance division, line pipe imports rose 29.1 percent in 
May over April and 102.9 percent compared with May, 2016. 
Standard pipe imports increased 18.9 percent over April and 
gained 59.1 percent compared with the year-ago month. 
OCTG imports actually dropped by (26.3) percent from April to 
May but had gained a whopping 308.3 percent over May, 2016.

Evraz North America has been accused of dumping Canadian-
made line pipe into the U.S. by the American Line Pipe Producers 

Association, which said its member firms are investigating anti-
dumping and countervailing duty charges against the firm. 
Russian-owned Evraz North America is headquartered in Chicago 
but operates several pipe mills in Canada.

Copper

After hovering at five-month lows, copper prices started 
climbing upward as June closed, reaching monthly highs 
on the last three trading days and coming within shouting 
distance of its 2017 high of $2.78 a pound on February 13th. 
LME copper was also trending higher toward the close of June 
with the cash contract selling at $5,905 per ton, well above the 
month’s average price of $5,699.

Most analysts are predicting further increases for copper 
in the second half of the year. They cite supply disruptions 
due to ongoing labor disputes with miners in South America 
and Indonesia, typical upticks in seasonal demand during 
summer months, and general growth in the global economy, 
although China’s prospects worry some. 

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,099,499 1,757,950 2,434,002 38.5% -51.9%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 846,369 296,169 365,081 23.3% -66.9%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 807,142 264,716 525,083 98.4% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,090 757,209 852,385 12.6% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,189 75,972 325,582 328.6% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 898,214 293,974 313,831 6.8% -35.2%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,167 90,551 110,901 22.5% -59.6%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,472 124,268 142,190 14.4% -10.4%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 537,535 178,747 181,403 1.5% -19.3%

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

http://www.amm.com/
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/ERW-standard-pipe-A53-Grade-B-FOB-mill--short-ton-qs7l6lwdq664
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/ERW-standard-pipe-A53-Grade-A-FOB-mill--short-ton-qs7l6lwdq663
https://www.commerce.gov/page/section-232-investigation-effect-imports-steel-us-national-security
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.weldbend.com
http://www.trade.gov/ia/
http://www.trade.gov/ia/
http://www.wileyrein.com/
http://www.wileyrein.com/
http://www.lme.com/metals/non-ferrous/copper/
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/


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

The world refined copper balance indicates a surplus 
of around 165,000 tonnes (t) for 1Q17, according to the 
International Copper Study Group (ICSG). This compares with a 
deficit of some (12,000) t reported for the same period of 2016. 
Forecasts of continuing deficits drove up copper prices early in 
the year, and their failure to materialize is to blame for market 
blues in much of the first half. A decline in Chinese demand is 
the main culprit. China currently represents 47.0 percent of the 
world’s refined copper usage.

Scrap
AMM’s benchmark Midwest ferrous scrap index held 
generally steady in June with prices settling up 0.3 percent for 
No. 1 busheling, while shredded scrap decreased (3.8) percent, 
and No. 1 heavy melt fell (0.7) percent compared with May.

Global ferrous scrap consumption increased 0.9 percent 
last year, according to the Brussels-based Bureau of 
International Recycling (BIR). China, the largest steel-producing 
country, increased its ferrous scrap consumption 8.2 percent 
to 90.1 million tonnes last year. The U.S. used an estimated 56.7 
million tonnes, an increase of 0.4 percent over the prior year.

The U.S. stainless steel scrap market continues to tread 
water with adequate flows and weak demand showing little 
signs of change. Stainless scrap closely follows the LME nickel 
market, whose sluggishness gives little reason for stainless 
scrap consumers to pay increased prices.

Copper and brass scrap markets were also reportedly 
holding steady as supply and demand were in reasonable 
balance. This market closely follows Comex pricing, which has 
been stuck in a fairly narrow range the past couple of months.

Plastics
With oil prices in the doldrums, most resin prices are 
holding steady or slightly declining. Polyethylene prices 
were trimmed by 3¢/lb. by some suppliers with others 
expected to soon follow suit. An exception was HDPE 
injection-grade material, which for the most part, was holding 
on to 3¢/lb. increases levied in March. 

PVC resin prices remained flat in May and were expected 
to hold even in both June and July. There was some supply 
tightness reported, owing to summer shutdowns, although a 
wet spring held down PVC demand in the construction market. 

ABS resin prices increased 15-20¢/lb. through April, and 
then prices dropped (5¢)/lb. in May and were heading 
down by at least another five cents, according to a consultant 
retained by Plastics Technology magazine. He predicted 
continuing price declines in the third quarter, possibly 
adding up to (12-13¢)/lb. The main reason is significant price 
reduction of key feedstocks as well as pressure from lower-
priced imports.

News of Note
Average sales for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors jumped 
9.7 percent year-on-year in May led by a 13.0 percent 
increase for reporting firms in the upper quartile, according 
to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. The median increase 
showed a 9.8 percent gain. On a trailing 12-month basis, sales 
were up by an average 4.9 percent (5.5 percent median). For 
the first five months of the year, PVF distributors’ sales were up 
3.8 percent, on average (6.8 percent median), compared with 
the same period of 2016. Inventory levels were, on average, 8.3 
percent higher in May, 2017, compared with May, 2016.

Industrial manufacturers and distributors registered their 
highest gains of the year in May, according to the May ISA 
Economic Indicator Report (EIR) from the Industrial Supply 
Association (ISA). The ISA Manufacturer Index reached 66.0 in 
May compared with 58.0 in April. The ISA Distributor Index rose 
to 69.9 in May, up from 58.5 in April. The Anticipated Business 
Conditions Index and the Anticipated New Orders Index were 
also strong for the month, which suggest that members feel 
positive that this growth trajectory will continue. For each 
index, a reading above 50.0 percent indicates expansion, while 
a reading below 50.0 percent indicates contraction. The indices 
have shown expansion continuously since July, 2016.

Both nonresidential building and housing declined (4.0) 
percent in contract value in May, although gains in the 
nonbuilding sector lifted overall construction to a 1.0 percent 
gain, according to Dodge Data & Analytics. Multifamily housing 
retreated (10.0) percent following increases over the previous 
two months that saw activity rise 20.0 percent. Single-family 
housing value dropped by (2.0) percent in May. Through the first 
five months of 2017, total construction starts on an unadjusted 
basis were down (5.0) percent from the same period a year ago. 
Nonresidential building grew by 5.0 percent in that time span, 
while residential building was flat compared with the same 
period last year, and single-family housing was up 8.0 percent, 
while multifamily housing decreased (17.0) percent.

Following a dip in April, the Dodge Momentum Index 
advanced 4.0 percent in May.  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. In May, the commercial component of 
the Momentum Index increased 4.8 percent to an eight-and-
a-half year high, which suggests that construction activity for 
commercial buildings will continue to rise over the next year 
despite signs of decelerating occupancies and rents.

Architecture firms saw billings increase for the fourth 
consecutive month in May. The national Architecture Billings 
Index (ABI) scored 53.0, up from 50.9 in April. Any score above 
50.0 represents an increase in billings. The new projects 
inquiry index went up from 60.2 to 62.4, while the new design 
contracts index also increased from 53.2 in April to 54.8 in May. 
The ABI is thought to presage construction by 9-12 months 
and points to healthy levels of construction activity this year 
and into 2018.
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
April
2017

May
2017

% Change
% Change

May
2016

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 313.3 313.8 0.2 2.2

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 339.5 341.6 0.6 1.4

Ball valves 1149-0202 399.9 399.8 0.0 3.3

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 214.1 214.1 0.0 2.4

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 223.2 223.2 0.0 0.7

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 308.0 308.0 0.0 3.7

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 331.6 331.6 0.0 3.0

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 293.5 293.1 -0.1 2.3

Automatic valves 1149-0211 176.8 176.8 0.0 1.7

Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 254.3 248.9 -2.1 10.9

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

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 93.6 93.5 -0.1 8.8

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 96.7 95.4 -1.3 3.1

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 282.4 283.8 0.5 -1.5

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 203.5 197.3 -3.0 18.6

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 106.3 105.9 -0.4 5.5

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 148.4 148.8 0.3 1.4

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 298.9 302.6 1.2 2.3

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 248.9 249.2 0.1 1.3

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 150.1 150.4 0.2 1.9

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 223.9 230.5 2.9 3.5

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 278.5 278.5 0.0 0.7

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 175.6 175.6 0.0 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 4.5

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

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32 103.1 103.1 0.0 2.7

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