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We Approach the Day of Reckoning for 
Water Pipes
This story from the New York Times last November really 
got this editor thinking. The story relates how cast iron and 
plastic pipe interests are engaged in a lobbying war over a 
potential $300 billion market to replace aging water pipes 
throughout American communities. While this editor has 
no interest in taking sides in this battle of titans, what does 
knock me for a loop, however, is the sheer scope of our 
nation’s crumbling water infrastructure.

Municipal water and sewer pipes span some 1.6 million 
miles throughout the U.S. The New York Times story reports 
that by 2020, their average age will hit 45 years and at least 
600 towns and counties have cast iron pipes that are more 
than a century old – some more than 150 years old. Some 
municipalities still rely on ancient lead pipes with their 
associated health hazards from leached lead. Remember Flint?

Underground water leaks waste an estimated 2.1 trillion 
gallons of water each year, enough to put Manhattan 
300 feet under water. The news increasingly is filled with 
catastrophic pipe bursts, like this one at UCLA a few years 
ago that threatened to turn the university’s famed basketball 
arena into a water polo facility. In places like Florida, 
sinkholes related to leaking underground pipes all too 
frequently devour autos and homes.

The need to rebuild our infrastructure is one of the rare issues 
that today’s hyper-partisan politicians seem to agree on, but 
nobody has figured out a way to pay for it. In the meantime, 
sinkholes and water main breaks continue to provide 
dramatic footage for TV news shows. Pretty soon, though, a 
day of reckoning must come.

Carbon Steel

After running up close to a 2017 high in mid-December, 
domestic hot-rolled coil prices dropped unexpectedly for a 
week, and then shot back up. American Metal Market’s (AMM) 
hot-rolled coil index measured $652.60 per ton on December 
28, up 1.7 percent from a week earlier. Most analysts think 
the temporary slide was due to seasonal mill slowdowns, 
and prices will stabilize in 1Q18. Some are predicting a 
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run-up due to the scheduled Section 232 announcement 
in mid-January as well as February’s final determination 
of steel trade cases against Vietnam. Imported hot-rolled 
coil prices were reported by AMM in a range of $580-600 per 
ton in late December, down a bit from the previous level. 

U.S. service center steel shipments were 6.8 percent 
higher in November, 2017, than November, 2016, according 
to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI). MSCI said that 
steel product inventories were 7.9 percent above the level in 
November for the prior year.

Finished steel imports were up 17.5 percent through 
11 months of 2017 compared to a year earlier based on 
preliminary data from the U.S. Census Bureau the American 
Iron & Steel Institute (AISI) reported. Finished steel import 
market share was an estimated 27.0 percent year-to-date. 
Major products with YTD increases versus the same period in 
2016 include oil country goods (up 223.0 percent), line pipe 
(up 69.0 percent) and standard pipe (up 41.0 percent).

World crude steel production jumped 3.7 percent last 
November compared to the same month in November, 2016, 
for the 66 countries reporting to the World Steel Association 
(WorldSteel). The organization calculated the crude steel 
capacity utilization ratio of the 66 countries in November, 
2017, at 70.7 percent. This is 1.5 percentage points higher 
than November, 2016. 

China’s crude steel production was up 2.2 percent in 
November compared with November, 2016. More than any 
other nation, China is responsible for the global glut of steel.

Metals industry participants expressed optimism in an 
online poll conducted by American Metal Market (AMM) 
of subscribers. Asked, “How will metal prices perform in 
2018,” 50.0 percent of respondents replied, “better,” and 27.0 
percent reacted to “same, with minimal change in either 
direction.” Only 8.0 percent of metals industry respondents 
predicted “worse” pricing, with the remainder expecting 
“mixed” results between steel and base metals.

Stainless Steel & Alloys
Higher surcharges boosted most U.S. domestic stainless 
steel prices in December, although many traders are 
warning of a drop-off in January surcharges, possibly leading 
to mill attempts at base price increases. Market dynamics do 
not indicate much drama, however.

LME nickel prices continued an upward trajectory after 
dipping slightly in mid-December. After closing at a 
monthly low of $11,065 per ton on December 12, the cash 
nickel contract finished December at $12,250. Helping to 
drive nickel upward was a global production deficit of 49.9 
kilotons from January through October of last year. This was 
on top of a 68.2 kt. deficit for all of 2016.

Look for nickel prices to hold at around current levels 
in 2018, according to a base metals executive at Brazilian 
mining firm Vale. Speaking at an investor’s conference in 
early December, Jennifer Maki said a nickel recovery will 
depend largely on demand from electric vehicles.

Global stainless steel melt shop production jumped 7.4 
percent through the first nine months of 2017, according 
to the International Stainless Steel Forum (ISSF). U.S. 
production increased 14.8 percent in that period.

Tubular Products
Domestic standard pipe prices remained unchanged, 
according to American Metal Market’s (AMM) latest 
assessment in early December. AMM pegged domestic A53, 
grade B, as selling in a range of $920-970 per ton, while grade 
A remained at $900-950. AMM said imported A53, grade B, 
weakened by about $10 to $840-860 per ton, while grade A 
was averaging $820-840, the same as November levels. The 
Section 232 investigation is helping to restrain import prices, 
according to AMM.

Look for domestic standard pipe prices to shoot up 
due to steep anti-dumping margins assigned to imports 
from South Korea. In a preliminary administrative review 
on December 1, the U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) 
assigned margins as high as 38.16 percent (to Hyundai 
Steel) with only one mill escaping with a margin below 23.0 
percent (Husteel’s 8.18 percent). 

Energy drilling in the U.S. has pretty much stabilized in 
recent weeks and months. The Baker Hughes Rotary Rig 
Count for December 29 showed 929 rigs in operation, a gain 
of 20 in two months but two fewer than the previous week’s 
count. Even so, the year-end total was a hefty 71.0 percent 
gain from the same week the prior year.

Existing antidumping duties will remain on stainless 
butt-weld fittings from Italy, Malaysia and the Philippines 
after a five-year sunset review by the U.S. International Trade 
Commission (ITC). The report is anticipated to be available 
online by January 29, 2018.

https://www.commerce.gov/page/section-232-investigation-effect-imports-steel-us-national-security
http://www.msci.org
http://www.census.gov
http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.worldsteel.org/
http://www.worldsteel.org/
http://www.amm.com/
http://www.lme.com/en-gb/metals/non-ferrous/nickel/
http://International Stainless Steel Forum (ISSF)
http://www.amm.com/
https://www.commerce.gov/page/section-232-investigation-effect-imports-steel-us-national-security
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://gis.bakerhughesdirect.com/Reports/StandardReport.aspx
http://gis.bakerhughesdirect.com/Reports/StandardReport.aspx
http://usitc.gov/
http://usitc.gov/
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Copper

After briefly dipping below $3.00/lb. early in December, 
copper resumed climbing to its highest level since 2010, 
finishing off the year with 17 consecutive days of gains 
before losing a fraction of a penny on the final trading 
day. The red metal is considered a harbinger of the global 
economy because of its widespread use in so many different 
industries ranging from housing to electronics to vehicles. 
China consumes about half of the world’s copper, and 
its strong economic performance, along with a global 
production deficit, is fueling the rally.

Electric vehicles (EVs) will be a “disruptive force” for 
copper prices as well as nickel and cobalt, according to 
Ivan Glasenberg, CEO of mining giant Glencore. He told an 
investor conference that beyond a surge in demand lies 
“persistent supply challenges” ranging from mine labor 
disputes to environmental policies.

Not everyone believes the EV revolution will be as 
extensive as so many people think. A report by UBS last 
May calculated that copper demand would increase 21.0 
percent if 100.0 percent of the world’s vehicles were electric. 
But nobody expects that to happen anytime soon. Glencore 
estimates that EVs will account for 30.0 percent of vehicle 
sales but not until 2030.

World refined copper balance for the first nine months 
of 2017 indicates a deficit of about 180,000 tonnes (t), 
according to the International Copper Study Group (ICSG). 
ICSG attributes the deficit “mainly due to stagnant growth in 
world refined copper supply.” 
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Daily Comex Copper Spot Prices
December, 2017

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,106,277 4,216,751 7,189,988 70.5% -59.1%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 845,781 714,821 1,086,548 52.0% -67.0%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 806,506 648,942 1,467,981 126.2% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,646 1,783,163 2,444,204 37.1% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,224 201,196 1,154,111 473.6% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 896,985 742,682 935,291 25.9% -35.3%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,858 217,080 303,229 39.7% -59.5%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,919 315,171 367,704 16.7% -10.3%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 535,973 443,287 487,285 9.9% -19.5%

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

http://www.icsg.org
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
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Scrap
U.S. ferrous scrap markets were showing signs of life in 
December with most grades selling for $20-30 a ton more 
than November as steel mills locked in purchases amid tight 
supply. As 2017 drew to a close, ferrous scrap prices were 
generally $60-75 above year-ago levels. Ferrous scrap export 
prices also were rallying at year-end with $35-40 per ton 
gains on cargo shipments compared to a few weeks earlier. 

Ferrous scrap recyclers are looking forward to a robust 
2018, according to a survey by American Metal Market (AMM). 
Analysts cite tax reform, the oil sector, increases in military 
and construction spending and growing economies in the 
U.S. and abroad as reasons for optimism.

Both stainless scrap and copper markets were reported to 
be in holiday mode at December’s end with prices largely 
stagnant from previous weeks. Most sources expect 2018 to 
be sluggish as well.

Copper scrap exports to China are under serious threat 
from that government’s imposition of severe impurity 
thresholds for imported scrap. China told the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) in November that it intends to allow no 
more than 1.0 percent impurities in non-ferrous scrap metals 
and 0.5 percent for ferrous scrap. Scrap exporters say those 
levels will just about kill their business with China.

Plastics
Plumbing pipe was reported selling in mid-December 
mostly at discounts of 5.0-10.0 percent off the sheet, 
which put prices generally in a range of $1.49-1.57/ft. in 
the East for 4” Schedule 40 plain end pipe, according to 
PetroChem Wire’s Weekly PVC and Pipe Report Prices were 
more competitive in Florida and the Carolinas with discounts 
of 10.0-12.0 percent putting prices in those states at $1.45-
1.49/ft. Demand was seen at seasonally low levels.

Polyethylene resin prices were reported on a downward 
trend as the year drew to a close. This was partly due to 
tight supply reversing as the impact of Hurricane Harvey on 
the Texas Gulf Coast petrochemical industry wanes.

News of Note
Average sales in November for ASA’s industrial PVF 
distributors soared an average 9.8 percent above the 
same month of 2016 (8.9 percent median), according to the 
association’s Monthly Pulse Report. On a trailing 12-month 
basis, sales were up by an average 5.3 percent (6.8 percent 
median). For the first 11 months of the year, PVF distributors’ 
sales were up 6.3 percent on average (5.0 percent median) 
compared with the same year-to-date period of 2016. 
Inventory levels were on average 4.0 percent higher in 
November, 2017, compared with November, 2016.

New construction starts in November dropped (12.0) 
percent from October, according to Dodge Data & 
Analytics. Nonresidential building fell (14.0) percent in 
November, retreating for the second month in a row after 
the sharp improvement reported in late summer. Residential 
building managed to edge up 1.0 percent in November 
as an improved amount for single-family housing slightly 
outweighed a moderate pullback for multi-family housing. 
During the first 11 months of 2017, total construction starts 
on an unadjusted basis were up 1.0 percent from a year ago. 
Nonresidential building advanced 7.0 percent compared 
to the same period of 2016, while residential construction 
gained 2.0 percent. 

The Dodge Momentum Index surged again in November, 
climbing 13.9 percent from October’s level. 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 November increase was the second 
month of strong gains after a four-month period of softness. 

U.S. architecture firms realized their strongest billings 
of the year in November. AIA’s Architecture Billings Index 
(ABI) for jumped to 55.0 for the month, its strongest reading 
for the year. New project inquiries as well as new design 
contracts coming into architecture firms also signified 
healthy growth. Indicators broadly point to very solid 
business conditions at architecture firms as 2017 winds 
down. The AIA index is thought to precede construction by 
9-12 months.

http://www.amm.com/
https://www.wto.org/
https://www.wto.org/
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
https://www.construction.com/news/new-construction-starts-november-slide-12-percent-Dec-2017
https://www.construction.com/news/new-construction-starts-november-slide-12-percent-Dec-2017
https://www.construction.com/news/dodge-momentum-index-strong-november-dec-2017
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
http://www.aia.org/practicing/economics/AIAS076265
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Producer Price Index - Key Industry Products

Pipe, Valves & Fittings
Product

Code
October

2017
November

2017
% Change

% Change
November

2016

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 317.9 317.3 -0.2 2.3

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 343.4 341.2 -0.6 1.0

Ball valves 1149-0202 406.3 405.8 - 0.1 3.0

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 215.4 218.3 1.3 4.3

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 225.2 226.5 0.6 1.8

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 314.6 314.5 0.0 5.9

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 340.0 340.0 0.0 3.5

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 296.2 295.5 -0.2 1.4

Automatic valves 1149-0211 180.2 180.2 0.0 2.3

Steel pipe & tube 1149-0301 308.9 295.7 -4.3 4.7

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-06 249.4 248.3 -0.4 14.7

Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0671 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0673 N/A 94.6 N/A 6.9

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1017-0674 97.4 96.7 -0.7 8.2

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 210.0 221.8 5.6 19.0

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 110.2 121.0 9.8 18.4

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 157.7 158.4 0.4 8.4

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 302.1 303.2 0.4 2.5

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 249.8 249.8 0.0 1.5

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 150.5 150.9 0.3 2.2

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 227.5 226.5 -0.4 1.1

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 281.4 281.4 0.0 1.4

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 178.0 178.0 0.0 1.7

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 379.1 379.1 0.0 2.0

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 367.0 367.0 0.0 3.6

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 235.2 235.1 0.0 0.9

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 102.7 105.2 2.4 5.2

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

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



