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Who’s On First With 232? 
 
Those of us who are of a certain age may remember the classic “Who’s On First?” routine between the 
comic duo of Abbott and Costello. What started out as a casual baseball question took on hilarious twists 
and turns with both men talking past each other. 
 
I was reminded of that skit in trying to follow developments after President Trump’s announcement last 
month of his intent to levy 25 percent tariffs on imported steel and 10 percent on aluminum. That simple 
directive led to an array of exceptions and negotiations that have blurred distinctions between who’s on 
proverbial first and what’s on second with Section 232 tariff implementation.  
 
Early on it was determined that steel and aluminum exports from Canada and Mexico would be dealt with 
separately as part of the ongoing NAFTA renegotiation. A separate deal was also concluded with South 
Korea to exempt their steel companies from the tariff in return for import quotas. Many other countries and 
business groups appealed for exclusion from the tariffs. For instance, pipeline operators argue that certain 
sizes and grades of line pipe simply are not available in sufficient quantity solely from domestic suppliers. 
AMM reported that an estimated 65 percent of imported steel is at least temporarily exempt from the Section 
232 tariffs. 
 
Something that seemed all but certain after the tariff announcement is that the tariffs at the very least would 
be applied to goods from China. Even that no longer seems a sure thing. The Wall Street Journal reported 
on March 19 that 45 trade associations urged the U.S. government not to impose tariffs on China. The trade 
groups span a wide range of industries and include corporate stalwarts such as Apple, Google and Walmart, 
all citing fears of retaliation. Sure enough, China soon announced plans to do just that with tariffs on U.S. 
agricultural and other products. As of this writing discussions were under way with China, with an outcome 
nobody can predict. 
 
So as of the moment, the outcome of the Section 232 decision is far from certain, except for one thing: 
domestic producers are taking advantage by raising prices. Hot-rolled coil, OCTG and line pipe all are 
selling at multi-year highs. 
 
 
 

Each month, 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 > 

http://www.asa.net/
mailto:info@asa.net
http://www.advanceyourability.com/
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/MMD
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/MMD
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Carbon Steel 
 
Hot-rolled coil prices have risen every week in 2018 and are up almost a third from the start of the 
year. American Metal Market's (AMM) hot-rolled coil index reached $860.40 per ton on March 30, the 
highest since 2011. Some analysts see a correction coming soon due to “bad optics” from domestic 
producers using the Section 232 tariff threat to raise prices beyond what market forces dictate. The CME 
Group’s hot-rolled coil futures index points to a price dip this summer. Hot-rolled coil futures are at $818 
per ton for June and $795 per ton for July. Reasoning is that at some point domestic prices will get so 
high that downstream steel buyers will find that imports are economical even with tariffs of 25 percent. 
 
Section 232 developments have had the impact of reducing steel imports. Based on preliminary 
Census Bureau data, the American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI) reported that the U.S. imported -17.6 
percent less finished steel in February vs. January. Year-to-date (YTD) through two months of 2018, 
finished steel imports are down -3.5 percent vs. the same period in 2017. Finished steel import market 
share was estimated at 25 percent YTD. Major products with significant year-to-date (YTD) increases vs. 
the same period in 2017 include oil country goods (up 57 percent) and line pipe (up 30 percent). 

U.S. service center steel shipments in February 2018 increased 5.2 percent from February 2017, 
according to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI). Steel product inventories were 5.4 percent higher. 
 
A little headway is being made to reduce the global steel glut. Global steelmaking capacity declined 
for the second consecutive year in 2017, according to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) Steel Committee. World steelmaking capacity declined by nearly -1 percent last year,  
the OECD said in a report on March 6. However, at that rate, “demand would take more than 30 years to 
consume the current level of excess capacity,” the OECD said.  
 
On the other hand, global crude steel production rose by 3.5 percent year on year in February 2018, 
thanks in part to a sizable output increase in China, according to the World Steel Association (Worldsteel). 
China, the world’s largest steelmaking country, increased its crude steel output by 5.87 percent in February. 
China’s own National Bureau of Statistics pegs a 5.9 percent gain in crude steel production the first two 
months of the year, and a 4.6 percent increase in finished steel.  

U.S. Steel’s Section 337 antitrust complaint against steel products from China was denied by the 
U.S. International Trade Commission, which ended its 22-month investigation. The ITC voted, with one 
dissenter, to terminate the probe based on lack of evidence of harm caused by antitrust activity. 
 
Stainless Steel & Alloys 
 
The major U.S. domestic stainless producers announced further base price increases for April. 
Observers say the companies are taking advantage of the announced Section 232 tariffs, along with 
growing costs for nickel, chromium and molybdenum. More increases are expected. 
 

Global stainless production increased 5.8 percent in 2017, according to the International Stainless Steel 
Forum (ISSF). U.S. production increased by 11.0 percent, while China’s rose 4.7 percent. 
 
 
 

http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Hot-rolled-coil-index-US-domestic-Midwest-FOB-mill-USCWT-qs7l6lwdq6gv
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/ferrous/hrc-steel.html
http://www.cmegroup.com/trading/metals/ferrous/hrc-steel.html
http://www.steel.org/%7E/media/Files/AISI/Press%20Releases/2018/IMP1802.pdf
https://www.msci.org/news-media/press-center/details/artmid/6384/articleid/4208/february-shipments-continued-their-january-increase-for-steel-and-aluminum-in-the-us-and-turned-up-for-both-metals-in-canada
http://www.oecd.org/sti/ind/84-oecd-steel-chair-statement.htm
https://www.worldsteel.org/media-centre/press-releases/2018/february-2018-crude-steel-production.html
http://www.stats.gov.cn/enGliSH/
http://www.worldstainless.org/
http://www.worldstainless.org/
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Tubular Products 
 
Standard pipe prices soar due to 232. Domestic standard pipe prices went up by a whopping $80-150 
per ton in AMM’s latest monthly assessment after President Trump’s 25 percent tariff was announced. AMM 
pegged U.S. domestic A53, grade B, standard pipe in a range of $1,080-1,200 per ton fob mill on March 
13. Imported standard pipe went up even more, adding as much as $190 per ton after overseas pipe 
producers tacked on most of the tariffs and their own higher steel costs to selling prices. They believe even 
their inflated prices are still lower than that of U.S. domestic pipe producers that have used the tariffs to 
boost their own tags. AMM’s latest assessment shows imported A53, grade B, standard pipe selling in a 
range of $1,030-1,050 per ton, anywhere from $50-$150 less than domestic competition. 
 

Energy tubular prices also climb. Doubts about adequate supply stemming from Section 232 tariffs sent 
OCTG prices up by 14-28 percent in March, while line pipe prices rose between 7-23 percent, according to 
American Metal Market. AMM’s latest monthly pricing assessment saw imported J55 casing up 28 percent 
to a median of $1,120 per ton in late March. They pegged domestic J55 casing at $1,175-1,250, as much 
as $175 higher than February’s reading. Domestic P110 casing was selling at around $1,637.50 per ton, 
about 26.5 percent higher than in February, while imported P110 rose to a range of $1,340-1,475 per ton 
from $1,175-1,225 in February. 

Imported X52 line pipe prices rose to a median $1,125 in March, about 23 percent higher than in 
February, according to AMM. They pegged domestic X52 line pipe as rising 16.4 percent to $1,387.50 per 
ton. 
 
OCTG imports dropped precipitously in February, according to preliminary data from the US Commerce 
Department’s Enforcement and Compliance division. This was before various countries negotiated 
exemptions from Section 232 tariffs. 
 
The ITC voted to continue its investigation of imports of large diameter welded pipe from Canada, 
China, Greece, India, Korea, and Turkey that are allegedly sold in the United States at less than fair value 
and subsidized by the governments of China, India, Korea, and Turkey. The alleged dumping margins 
range from a minimum of 16.18 percent for South Korea to as much as 132.63 percent for China. The case 
covers welded carbon and alloy steel pipe in sizes exceeding 16 inches. Categories include American 
Petroleum Institute grades plus A500, A252 and A53. Domestic petitioners were American Cast Iron Pipe, 
Berg Steel Pipe, Dura-Bond Industries, Skyline Steel and Stupp. Preliminary countervailing duty 
determinations are due on or about April 16, 2018, and antidumping duty determinations due on or about 
June 29, 2018. 

South Korea’s SeAH Steel USA to add tubing mill in Houston, citing Section 232 as an incentive. “For 
many years, we talked about what we could do in the U.S. if we had a domestic mill. With the advent of this 
[Section] 232, it finally pushed us over the edge,” SeAH Steel USA vice president Kirk Murray said at AMM’s 
11th Steel Tube & Pipe Conference in Houston on March 15. 

The number of drill rigs running in the United States stood at 993 as of March 30, up 20.5 percent 
from the same week a year ago, according to the latest Baker Hughes count before our deadline. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://enforcement.trade.gov/steel/license/smp/Census/gDESC52/MMT_ALL_wo_15M.htm
http://phx.corporate-ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=79687&p=irol-rigcountsoverview
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U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports 

Landed duty-paid value (in $1,000s) 
 

Annual & Year-To-Date Data (Jan.-Jan. 2018) 2017 YTD 2017 YTD 2018 % Change 
YTD 

 % 
Change 
2013-17 

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,584,938 500,593 848,989 69.6% -15.7% 
Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,325,358 73,986 126,692 71.2% -36.8% 
Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,851,515 88,942 207,623 133.4% -24.3% 
Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,851,948 182,937 232,327 27.0% 10.4% 
Welded OCTG 1,301,019 68,865 161,155 134.0% -19.4% 

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,147,041 77,750 110,429 42.0% -13.5% 

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 380,961 27,646 30,517 10.4% -20.5% 
Stainless Welded Tubular Products 41,059 36,495 40,782 11.7% 8.9% 

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 599,061 47,603 58,634 23.2% 7.0% 
  

Copper 
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Copper prices continued to retreat in March, falling below $3 a pound on the Comex for the first time 
since last October. Analysts attribute the pullback to fears of a global trade war leading to slower growth in 
China and the U.S. economies in particular. Copper rose 31 percent in 2017. 

 
The world refined copper balance for 2017 indicates a deficit of about 163,000 t (including revisions 
to data previously presented), according to the International Copper Study Group (ICSG). Mining 
disruptions are mostly to blame. Fear of large deficits helped drive copper prices upward last year. Refined 
copper production increased by about 0.6 percent last year, but that was counteracted by a 0.7 percent 
gain in demand. 
 
 
Scrap 
 
Ferrous scrap prices have gotten a boost from Section 232, though not to the same extent as domestic 
steel production. AMM’s latest assessment of Midwest benchmark scrap indices show gains ranging 
between $5 and $25 per ton for the various grades. The No. 1 heavy melt index jumped to $330.69 from 
$306.56 per ton in this comparison. 
 
The U.S. stainless scrap market was holding mostly steady in March. Demand was stable and while 
some stainless components, like nickel, were on a downward trend, others, like chromium were headed 
upward. 

U.S. copper and brass scrap ended March on a slight dip, mirroring the red metal’s Comex decline. 
AMM’s latest assessment showed most copper scrap grades down about a penny a pound. Supply and 
demand for copper scrap were said to be essentially in balance. 

The copper scrap market is expected to be significantly upended by China’s new environmental rules 
that will severely limit imports and is expected to boost domestic usage of copper scrap. Estimates are that 
China will import -45 percent less scrap this year than in 2017. 
 
Plastics 
 
Late winter weather conspired against pipe producers, with flooding in California, storms across the 
South, and the fourth Nor’easter in a row hammering the Eastern Seaboard. As a result, the spring demand 
surge has not yet been seen in a large portion of the country, according to the The PVC & Pipe Report. 
This put the kibosh on plans by some sellers to raise prices in response to surging petroleum increases. 
The PVC & Pipe Report said that some converters were still selling off late February price sheets, while 
others were going as far back as Feb. 1. Municipal pipe producers were said to be able to pass along 
modest March 1 increases. 
 
Polyethylene resin prices were slack. A $.03/lb. increase slated for March failed to take hold. Producers 
may try again in April but some market experts belief PE may have peaked.  
 
News of Note 
 
Average sales in February for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors jumped an average 17.3 percent 
above the same month of 2017 (15.7 percent median increase), propelled by a 33.7 percent gain for 
distributors in the upper quartile, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. For the first two 

http://www.icsg.org/index.php/component/jdownloads/finish/114/2672?Itemid=
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/No-1-heavy-melt-scrap-US-domestic-Midwest-Index-gross-ton-qs7l6lwpssh9
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
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months of the year PVF sales were up 13 percent (11.3 percent median). On a trailing 12-month basis, 
sales were up by an average 11.9 percent, with the median gain 12.7 percent. Inventory levels were on 
average 8.4 percent higher in February 2018 compared with February 2017. 
 
New construction starts in February slipped -3 percent from the previous month, according to Dodge 
Data & Analytics. The reduced activity in February followed a -2 percent decline in January, as the early 
months of 2018 are showing some loss of momentum after the 12 percent increase reported back in 
December. Most of the loss was due to the nonbuilding construction sector, comprised of public works and 
electric utilities/gas plants, which fell -23 percent in February. In contrast, nonresidential building grew 5 
percent in February, and residential building improved a slight 1 percent.   
  
The Dodge Momentum Index increased 0.5 percent in February. 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.  
 
Another construction precursor index, the Architecture Billings Index (ABI), scored 52.0 in February.  
Any score over 50 indicates an increase in architecture firm billings. Firm billings have now increased for 
the last five consecutive months and 11 months out of the last year. Inquiries into new projects and the 
value of new signed design contracts both increased in February, as firms remain generally optimistic about 
future work in the pipeline. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.construction.com/news/new-construction-starts-february-recede-3-percent-mar-2018
https://www.construction.com/news/new-construction-starts-february-recede-3-percent-mar-2018


Copyright ©2015, American Supply Association.  All rights reserved.                                                                         Page 7 of 8 
 

The ASA Materials Market Digest© is published as a member service of the American Supply Association.  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. 

Producer Price Index -- Key Industry Products 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Product 
Code 

     Jan. 
2018 

     Feb. 
2018 % Change % Change 

 Feb. 2017 Pipe, Valves & Fittings 
Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 317.2 317.0 -0.1 1.7 

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 342.4 341.7       -0.2 1.5 
Ball valves 1149-0202 N/A N/A       N/A N/A 

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 218.8 218.8 0.0 4.1 
Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 227.2 227.2 0.0 1.8 

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 337.3 N/A N/A N/A 

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 295.8 295.8 0.0 1.2 
Automatic valves 1149-0211 180.0 180.0 0.0 2.2 

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 301.3 301.3 0.0 3.6 
Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 252.9 249.1 -1.5 5.0 

Steel pipe & tube, carbon 1017-0652 102.7 100.6 -2.0 N/A 
Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 98.1 97.2 -0.9 7.9 

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 97.8 98.6 0.8        9.2 
Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 226.0 223.1 -1.3 7.1 

Plastic pipe 0721-0603     109.8     110.0       0.2 5.9 
Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 156.2 157.2 0.6 6.2 

      
Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings  & Trim 1054-02 306.4 312.3 1.9 4.6 

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 256.3 260.5 1.6 4.7 
Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 150.9 155.8       3.2 3.9 

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 231.0 231.1 0.0 3.7 
      

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 283.7 283.7 0.0 2.1 
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 2.2 
Electric water heaters 1066-0101 366.9 366.9 0.0 3.7 

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 234.9 234.9 0.0 1.2 
      

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 105.1 106.0 0.8 5.6 
      
Source:  U.S. Department of Commerce Bureau of Labor & Statistics 
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About Jim Olsztynski 
 
Since 1977, Jim Olsztynski has covered the plumbing-heating-cooling-piping and industrial and mechanical 
pipe-valves-fittings (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 is soon to publish his own book, titled:  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. 
 

mailto:wrdwzrd@aol.com
http://www.asa.net/Education/tabid/573/Default.aspx
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