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Trade War Clouds Gather
President Trump’s announcement on March 1st that he 
would impose a 25.0 percent tariff on steel imports sparked 
predictable reactions from business interests. Domestic 
steel producers cheered the findings, while many of their 
customers cried foul as of course did steel importers. Steel 
users anticipate increases of hundreds of dollars per ton from 
the tariffs on foreign producers, and also because the tariffs 
give leeway for domestic producers to bump up pricing while 
still keeping a spread with foreign product.

Prices have already started to jump in reaction to the 
recommendations announced a few weeks earlier by U.S. 
Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross, who offered three options 
invoking Section 232 national security interests, including 
across-the-board tariffs of at least 24.0 percent.

Many analysts doubt the tariffs would have the desired 
effect. One point of view holds that domestic steel 
companies will use the tariffs to lift their prices by about the 
same amount, retaining a significant price spread compared 
with imported steel.

A bigger, mounting fear is retaliation by other countries, 
resulting in an all-out trade war along with conflict with the 
World Trade Organization (WTO). American farmers might 
be especially hard hit by retaliatory sanctions against U.S. 
agricultural exports. 

Carbon Steel
Hot-rolled coil prices continue to sizzle with domestic 
product rising to $773 a ton, according to the latest index on 
February 23rd from American Metal Market (AMM). HRC prices 
are up 26.7 percent from a year ago and the highest since 
June, 2011. Market observers say they have nowhere else to go 
but up in light of U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross’ Section 
232 recommendations and a still surging U.S. economy. 
Rising scrap prices are also helping to support higher prices. 
AMM’s hot-rolled coil index averaged $620 per ton in 2017, 
itself a steep rise of 18.5 percent from the prior year. Many 
steel industry analysts see HRC reaching $800 a ton, and with 
imports restrained due to 232, the sky is the limit.

Despite surging prices, U.S. mills shipped 5.03 percent 
more steel in 2017 than in 2016, according to data from the 
American Iron & Steel Institute (AISI).

U.S. service center steel shipments rose 4.3 percent in 
January compared with January, 2017, and surged a 
whopping 31.2 percent from the prior month, according 
to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI). The increase 
should help sustain elevated steel pricing. Steel inventories 
increased 6.0 percent compared with last January, a 2.2 
months’ supply.

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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Finished steel imports were up 23.8 percent in January 
compared with last December, although they were down 
(0.1) percent from January, 2017, according to the American 
Iron & Steel Institute (AISI), based on preliminary data from 
the U.S. Census Bureau. Finished steel import market share 
was an estimated 26.0 percent in January. Key finished 
steel products with significant import increases in January 
compared to December include OCTG (up 78.0 percent), line 
pipe (up 44.0 percent) and standard pipe (up 30.0 percent).

China’s exports of finished steel dropped (18.0) percent 
in January and were down (37.0) percent from the level 
of January, 2017. Optimists hope it’s a sign Chinese mills are 
serious about cutting back to address the sustained global 
glut of steel. Pessimists warn it could be just a blip coming 
ahead of the Chinese Lunar New Year holiday in mid-February 
when business activity always slows down.

MEPS International, Ltd. calculated that global steel prices 
jumped 16.0 percent year-on-year in February, thanks to 
improving market fundamentals than enabled North American 
and European steel producers to enact price hikes.

Global crude steel production increased by 5.3 percent 
in 2017, according to MEPS, with China’s growth measured 
at 5.7 percent. MEPS forecasts global steel output to rise 
around 2.6 percent this year, stagnate in 2019, and then rise 
modestly in the next two years. By 2021, China is expected 
to account for 48.0 percent of global steel output, which is 
marginally below the peak of 50.0 percent recorded in 2013. 

Stainless Steel & Alloys
March base price increases for stainless cold-rolled 
sheet were announced by NAS and Outokumpu Americas 
shortly before deadline for this report. Observers expect the 
increases to stick.

The big four domestic stainless producers announced 
surcharges in March for the second month in a row for all 
Type 201, 304 and 316 stainless steel products. Surcharges 
range from AK Steel’s modest 1.86 percent for Type 201 to 
8.47 percent charged by all four companies for Type 316. 
The gains are being driven by higher nickel, manganese and 
molybdenum prices.

Molybdenum prices are up a whopping 60.44 percent 
over the year-ago period, according to the latest index 
on February 26th from American Metal Market (AMM). Silicon 
prices are also on the upswing due to high logistics costs 
and problems with supply. Silicon has been rising ever since 
last March, when the U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) 
began investigating dumping of silicon imports from several 
countries, eventually imposing preliminary anti-dumping 
and countervailing duties last October.

Global crude stainless steel production is forecast to 
grow by around 4.0 percent in 2018, according to Steel & 
Metals Market Research (SMR).

Tubular Products
Standard pipe prices started February fairly stagnant and 
not keeping pace with its skyrocketing HRC substrate thanks 
to oversupply. The mid-February monthly pricing assessment 
from American Metal Market (AMM) for domestic A53, grade 
B, standard pipe, fob mill, was unchanged at $1,000-1,050 
per ton. Look for that to change, however, as by February 
20th, Nucor announced a $50 per ton increase in its standard 
pipe prices applying to all A53 grade products effective 
immediately. Other mills were expected to follow in light of 
rising raw material costs.

Several OCTG and line pipe producers have announced 
steep price increases. Vallourec USA has boosted its carbon 
and alloy casing and tubing by $125 per ton and line pipe by 
$50 per ton. IPSCO, in mid-February, told customers its OCTG 
would rise by $100 per ton and line pipe by $50. Wheatland 
Tube Co. also announced OCTG increases of around $50 and 
line pipe by $50-75, depending on grades. OCTG prices might 
be even higher except for high inventories.

http://www.steel.org
http://www.steel.org
http://www.census.gov
http://www.meps.co.uk/
http://www.meps.co.uk/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.commerce.gov/
https://www.smr.at/
https://www.smr.at/
http://www.amm.com
http://www.wheatland.com
http://www.wheatland.com
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Soaring costs and uncertain supply of OCTG and line 
pipe will be the result of Section 232 tariffs and quotas 
recommended by U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross, 
according to statements from the American Petroleum 
Institute (API) and Association of Oil Pipe Lines (AOPL), 
representing buyers of those products. An API press release 
said the U.S. oil and gas industry “relies on these global 
steel imports for the majority of its operations,” including 
production, pipelines, refineries and petrochemical plants. 
AOPL said that U.S. mills “do not make enough pipeline-grade 
steel” and domestic pipe mills don’t want to produce lower-
margin goods, such as line pipe. 

Baker Hughes’ U.S. drilling rig count closed the week of 
February 23rd at 978, a gain of 31 rigs in the last month and 
up 22 rigs (29.7 percent) from the same week of 2017.

MRC Global’s CEO Andrew Lane predicted oil and gas 
spending may rise as much as 20.0 percent in the United 
States in 2018, though line pipe increases will be more 
modest, in the range of 5.0-10.0 percent.

Line pipe imports from Canada, China, Greece, India, 
South Korea and Turkey are under investigation for 
dumping and subsidization by the U.S. Department of 
Commerce (DOC). The case covers welded carbon and alloy 
steel pipe in sizes exceeding 16 inches in outside diameter. 
Categories include API grades plus A500, A252 and A53. 
The petition was filed by the American Line Pipe Producers 
Association and alleges dumping margins ranging from a 
minimum of 16.18 percent for South Korea to as much as 
132.63 percent for China.

Cast iron soil pipe imports from China are being 
investigated by the U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC) 
based on a petition by the Cast Iron Soil Pipe Institute, which 
alleges a dumping margin of 93.32 percent. Members of the 
Cast Iron Soil Pipe Institute are AB&I Foundry, Charlotte Pipe 
& Foundry and Tyler Pipe.

Copper

After an early February sell-off, copper prices returned to 
about where they started the month. The precipitous drop 
mimicked a dramatic fall in equity prices in the same time 
frame, also largely recovered by month’s end. Some analysts 
believe copper is due to spike soon due to global supply-
demand deficits. Goldman Sachs Group predicts copper will 
hit $8,000 per tonne (t) in 2018, up from a little over $7,200 
on the LME as of this writing at the end of February.

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

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

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 5,106,277 5,106,277 8,584,938 68.1% -59.1%

Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 845,781 845,781 1,325,358 56.7% -67.0%

Carbon Seamless OCTG 806,506 806,506 1,851,515 29.6% -75.6%

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,134,646 2,134,646 2,851,948 33.6% -30.4%

Welded OCTG 282,224 282,224 1,301,019 361.0% -85.5%

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 896,985 896,985 1,147,041 27.9% -35.3%

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 258,858 258,858 380,961 47.2% -59.5%

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 380,919 380,919 441,059 15.8% -10.3%

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 535,973 535,973 599,061 11.8% -19.5%

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

https://www.commerce.gov/news/press-releases/2018/02/secretary-ross-releases-steel-and-aluminum-232-reports-coordination
http://www.api.org/news-policy-and-issues/trade
http://www.api.org/news-policy-and-issues/trade
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trade-energy/u-s-energy-industry-slams-trumps-job-killing-steel-tariffs-idUSKCN1GD652
http://phx.corporate-ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=79687&p=irol-rigcountsoverview
http://www.mrcglobal.com/Global-Region/Default
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/
http://www.wileyrein.com/
http://www.wileyrein.com/
http://www.cispi.org/
http://www.abifoundry.com/
http://www.charlottepipe.com
http://www.charlottepipe.com
http://www.tylerpipe.com
http://www.goldmansachs.com/
http://www.lme.com/metals/non-ferrous/copper/
http://usitc.gov/
http://www.commerce.gov/


ASA MATERIALS MARKET DIGEST  |   5  © 2018 American Supply Association. All Rights Reserved. 

The world refined copper balance for the first 11 months of 
2017 indicates a deficit of about 195,000 t, according to the 
International Copper Study Group (ICSG). This is mainly due to 
an almost stagnant growth in world refined copper supply. 

Scrap
Ferrous scrap prices were reported generally holding 
steady to slightly lower in February as steel producers 
locked up deals early in the month amid January shortages 
and rising demand for exported steel scrap. American Metal 
Market (AMM) reported, however, that secondary grades 
of ferrous scrap are showing upward pressure. Prices are 
expected to move higher throughout the U.S. in March 
trades, while the direction for prime scrap remains unclear.

Stainless steel scrap prices stabilized towards the end 
of February, with the chrome grades flat and the 300 
grades showing a slight improvement, according to AMM. 
This followed pricing turmoil earlier in the month due to a 
fluctuating nickel market. AMM’s latest assessment showed 
a slight strengthening in Types 316 and 304 solids and 
turnings, which rose about a penny a pound. No dramatic 
swings were anticipated.

The copper and brass scrap market was also reported 
by AMM to be holding steady in late February with slow 
trading activity. Inventories were reported to be strong, even 
amid elevated demand from overseas, which was putting 
slight upward pressure on pricing after driving brass scrap 
to three-and-a-half year highs in January. The copper and 
brass scrap markets somehow managed to avoid February’s 
Comex volatility.

Plastics
Some slight price declines were seen across the PVC pipe 
markets in late February, according to the PetroChem 
Wire PVC & Pipe Report. Sales were being made off of the 

February 1st price sheets at $1.73/ft for the East and Central 
regions and $2.02/ft for the West for 4” Schedule 40 plain 
end pipe. The majority of sales in the East and Central 
regions continued to be made at $1.52-1.56/ft., representing 
discounts of 10.0-12.0 percent. Municipal pipe was also 
reported selling off the February 1st price sheets, which 
incorporated an increase.

Polyethylene resin prices were on the downswing in the 
last couple of weeks of February due to sluggish demand 
and plenty of supply. A three cents-per-pound increase was 
slated for March.

News of Note
Sales in January for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors 
gained an average 9.0 percent above the same month 
of 2017 (6.0 percent median increase), according to the 
association’s Monthly Pulse Report. On a trailing 12-month 
basis, sales were up by an average 5.5 percent with the 
median gain being 7.5 percent. Inventory levels were, on 
average, 7.2 percent higher in January, 2018, compared with 
January, 2017.

The value of new construction starts in January receded 
(2.0) percent, according to Dodge Data & Analytics, 
although the pullback was due mostly to an (18.0) percent 
drop in nonbuilding construction. Nonresidential building 
edged up 1.0 percent in January, while residential building 
rose 7.0 percent, buoyed by a 39.0 percent gain in the wildly 
fluctuating multi-family sector.

The Dodge Momentum Index dropped (5.1) percent in 
January. 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. 

A different foreshadowing was indicated by AIA’s 
Architecture Billings Index (ABI), which rose to 54.7, its 
highest January score since 2007. Any score over 50.0 
indicates an increase in billings, and a higher score than in 
December, 2017, means that billings continue to grow in 
the new year. Inquiries into new projects also remain strong 
as did the share of firms reporting an increase in the value 
of new signed design contracts, which is a good indicator 
of work in the pipeline. Firms have consistently seen strong 
growth in new project activity for the past 15 months.

http://www.icsg.org
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.amm.com
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/base/copper.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/
http://www.petrochemwire.com/
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
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
December

2017
January

2018
% Change

% Change
January

2017

Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 317.7 317.2 -0.2 2.5

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 342.4 342.4 0.0 2.0

Ball valves 1149-0202 405.8 N/A N/A N/A

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 218.3 218.8 0.2 4.1

Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 226.5 227.2 0.3 1.8

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

Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 340.0 337.3 -0.8 2.7

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 295.8 295.8 0.0 1.4

Automatic valves 1149-0211 180.2 180.0 -0.1 2.2

Steel pipe & tube 1149-0301 298.7 301.3 0.9 3.6

OCTG, standard, line pipe, carbon 1017-06 246.0 252.9 2.8 10.1

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

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0673 N/A 98.1 N/A 9.6

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1017-0674 96.5 97.8 1.7 7.2

Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 221.1 226.0 2.2 12.3

Plastic pipe 0721-0603 111.7 109.8 -1.7 7.4

Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 157.3 156.2 -0.7 6.8

Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 303.1 306.4 1.1 3.5

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 249.8 256.3 2.6 4.1

Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 150.9 150.9 0.0 2.2

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 227.5 231.0 1.5 3.2

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 283.7 283.7 0.0 2.2

Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 179.9 179.9 0.0 2.7

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 378.9 378.9 0.0 2.4

Electric water heaters 1066-0101 366.9 366.9 0.0 3.9

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 234.9 234.9 0.0 1.3

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 105.1 105.2 0.1 3.4

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

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

