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The Coming EV Revolution – Or Not? 
 
In previous reports we’ve cited research predicting a boom in demand for metals such as copper, nickel 
and cobalt, all used extensively in electric vehicles. The EV market is expected to blossom worldwide in the 
near future. The recent runup in copper and nickel prices owes in large measure to global production 
deficits, which could get much worse if EVs ever fulfill their promise. 
 
Bloomberg predicts that by 2040, 54 percent of new car sales and 33 percent of the global car fleet will be 
electric. Bloomberg’s forecast is in line with rosy outlooks from various other analysts about what some 
have labeled the “EV revolution.” 
 
I wonder, though. EV sales in the U.S. jumped 45 percent last year, on top of an average 32 percent gain 
per year between 2012-2016, according to Forbes. But that’s from a very low base. Total plug-in EV sales 
in the U.S. amounted to a little under 200,000 in 2017 – out of some 17.2 million autos and light commercial 
vehicles sold overall. That’s just a little over 1 percent market share. 
 
It’s important to distinguish between fully electrified plug-in EVs and hybrids, which are mostly gasoline-
powered but achieve great fuel mileage thanks to battery assistance. I owned a Toyota Prius hybrid (since 
passed on to a daughter) and loved it. My next auto purchase may well be another hybrid. But a plug-in EV 
would make no sense for me, nor for millions of other car owners. 
 
For one thing, I live in a condo complex with no place to charge an EV overnight. Our condo rules forbid 
charging from any garage outlets, which are common property and would make non-EV residents subsidize 
the electricity used by EV owners. 
 
For another, the range of today’s plug-ins are not sufficient for me, nor for most other people I know. EV 
makers are touting batteries with a range of around 250 miles, though I bet it’s a lot less if you’re stuck in a 
traffic jam with the a/c running on a sweltering summer day. Even 250 miles pales in comparison with 
internal combustion vehicles that can deliver me twice as far before gassing up. 
 
Speaking of which, EV charging stations are few and far between. That’s likely to change over time but 
here lay a conundrum. Until EV sales pick up dramatically, there’s not a lot of incentive to build charging 
stations; yet until charging stations become more abundant, EV sales are not likely to pick up dramatically. 
 

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/
https://data.bloomberglp.com/bnef/sites/14/2017/07/BNEF_EVO_2017_ExecutiveSummary.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2017/09/14/the-future-of-electric-vehicles-in-the-u-s-part-1-65-75-new-light-duty-vehicle-sales-by-2050/#5ce8b6c7e289
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/MMD
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/MMD
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Oh, and even fast-charging stations take about a half-hour to fully rev up an EV. It takes about five minutes 
to fill up my gas tank.  
 
EV bulls anticipate much technological progress to come with EV batteries and chargers. Even I had my 
eyes opened by this article about wireless charging built into roads. Way cool, I must admit, and if such 
technology ever gets widely deployed it would solve a lot of the problems I just noted with EVs. 
 
Yet I would still hang on to skepticism. That’s because the basic premise of EVs is to protect the 
environment from those nasty fossil fuel emissions. Well, most of our electricity is produced by burning coal 
and natural gas. According to the Edison Electric Institute, charging one electric vehicle is 
nearly equivalent to adding three houses to the power grid. If EVs ever capture a lion’s share of the vehicle 
market, we’ll need to produce a lot more electricity by any means attainable.  
 
The environmental crowd thinks that can be done with solar panels and windmills. They are in for a rude 
awakening when the NIMBY crowd finds out all the acreage that will be needed to accommodate enough 
renewable power plants to propel the EV revolution. (Shh, don’t even mention nuclear power.) 
 
Of course, we can always rely on government to subsidize clean power plants and bribe people with tax 
credits to buy EVs. Heck, with enough government subsidies, we could build solar-heated greenhouses all 
over North Dakota and turn that state into the world’s largest producer of citrus fruit.  
 
But you know what, there are better places to grow citrus at a lot less expense. 
 
 
 
Carbon Steel 
 
Hot-rolled coil (HRC) prices ended April going up after dropping two weeks in a row after rising each 
week of the year prior to that. American Metal Market’s (AMM) hot-rolled coil index stood at $864.20 per 
ton on April 27, down from a high of $871.60 per ton on April 6, but prices are up 32.4 percent from $652.60 
per ton at the beginning of the year. 

Finished steel imports surged in March, rising 23.0 percent, based on preliminary Census Bureau data, 
the American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI) reported. Year-to-date (YTD) through three months of 2018, 
finished steel imports were down -1.7 percent, respectively, vs. the same period in 2017. Finished steel 
import market share was an estimated 26 percent in March and is estimated at 25 percent YTD.  

Some steel industry players expect Imports to crash as 232 exemptions expire. In a quarterly earnings 
conference, Steel Dynamics Inc. President and CEO Mark Millette said things could change dramatically 
“come May 1 or thereabouts.” 
 
Steel shortages are feared by some, but not everyone. Another steel industry CEO, Nucor’s John 
Ferriola, told analysts in his quarterly earning call, “I’m confident there’s not going to be a shortage of steel 
in this country. There might be a shortage of dumped or illegally traded steel, but there will not be a shortage 
of steel.” While that might hold true overall, some products might be in short supply. Various makers of 
OCTG and line pipe have warned that there is not enough domestic production to fulfill demand in certain 
product categories. 
 
U.S. service center steel shipments in March 2018 decreased -1.7 percent from March 2017, 
according to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI). Steel product inventories increased 7.9 percent 
compared with March 2017. 

https://www.springwise.com/wireless-road-technology-charges-electric-vehicles-travel/?utm_campaign=779068_Manual%3A%20Springwise%20Daily%20-%202017-05-24&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Newsletter&dm_i=3GJ2,GP4S,39BBIQ,1QAKK,1
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/518066/could-electric-cars-threaten-the-grid/
http://www.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Hot-rolled-coil-index-US-domestic-Midwest-FOB-mill-USCWT-qs7l6lwdq6gv
http://www.steel.org/
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World crude steel production was up by 4.1 percent compared to the same period in 2017 for the 64 
countries belonging to the World Steel Association. The crude steel capacity utilization ratio of the 64 
countries in March 2018 was 74.5 percent. This is 2.2 percentage points higher than March 2017. 
Compared to February 2018, it is 0.9 percentage points higher. 

MEPS took note of “chaos in the global steel industry” thanks to the Section 232 negotiations and 
predicted that “global steel prices will come under negative pressure in the second half of 2018.” 

Stainless Steel & Alloys 
 
Stainless steel base price and surcharge increases both took hold in April. AMM’s latest assessment 
in early April found most base prices up 5-6 percent, with surcharges rising even faster, generally in a range 
of 7-10 percent for all Type 201, 304, 316 and 430 stainless products. The increases were driven by higher 
nickel, chrome, manganese, iron and molybdenum prices, along with fears of short supplies driven by the 
Section 232 tariff threat. May surcharges are also going up, though at a more modest pace.  

Nickel prices on the London Metal Exchange (LME) surged to their highest level since 2014 before 
tailing off as April drew to a close. The cash price rocketed to $15,700 per tonne in on April 19, before 
declining to $13,940 as of April 27. As with most metal price gyrations these days, the rise is attributed to 
concerns about Section 232 sanctions being imposed soon. Some analysts have deemed it “market 
hysteria,” but until the 232 issue gets resolved it looks like upward pricing is the order of the day. 
 
Worldwide crude stainless steel production in 2017 reached an all-time high of nearly 48.1 million 
tonnes, according to MEPS. This represents an increase of 5 percent, compared with the year earlier 
figure. MEPS predicts that global output will grow by a further 5 percent in 2018. 
 
Tubular Products 
 
U.S. domestic standard pipe prices continued to rise in April thanks to persistent HRC price increases 
and strong demand. AMM's monthly pricing assessment for domestic A53, grade B, standard pipe rose by 
about $50 on the low end to a range of $1,130-1,200 per ton, while imports of the same product remained 
largely unchanged at $1,030-1,050 per ton. 

Most OCTG prices jumped in April. AMM’s latest price assessment for domestic J55 casing found it 
selling for a range of $1,250-1,400 per ton fob mill in April, up from $1,175-1,250 per ton in March. Imported 
J55 casing was reported selling between $1,030-1,200 per ton cif Port of Houston, compared with $1,100-
1,140 per ton the prior month.  AMM assessed domestic welded high-collapse P110 casing at $1,600-1,700 
per ton fob mill compared with $1,575-1,700 per ton in March. The corresponding assessment for imported 
welded high-collapse P110 casing leaped to $1,450-1,550 per ton cif Port of Houston from $1,340-1,475 
per ton the previous month. 

Vallourec USA on April 27 announced a price increase of $300 per ton on OCTG, a much higher jump 
than has been the norm. It’s almost certain that other domestic mills will soon follow suit, taking advantage 
of soaring prices from increased energy drilling demand and fears of a supply shortage caused by potential 
Section 232 tariffs.  

Line pipe went in the opposite direction from OCTG, with domestic X52 line pipe dropping about $50 
per ton on the low side to a range of $1,310-1,400 per ton fob mill from a multiyear peak of $1,360-1,415 
per ton in March. Imports of the same product went up slightly $1,100-1,175 per ton cif Port of Houston 

http://www.meps.co.uk/viewpoint418.htm
http://www.meps.co.uk/editorial4-18.htm
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from the month-ago range of $1,100-1,150. AMM assessed imported seamless line pipe as gaining around 
$20 on the low side to a range of $1,300-1,450 per ton in April. AMM’s latest pricing assessment for 
domestic X65 line pipe stands at $1,500-1,550 per ton fob mill. 
 
U.S energy drilling is at three-year highs. The number of drill rigs topped 1,000 for the first time since 
April 2015, standing at 1,013 the week of April 20, 156 more than the comparable week last year.  
 
“Don’t forget your promise!” So said (in so many words) the American Line Pipe Producers Association 
in an April 3 letter to Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross, reminding of the President Trump’s promise to 
mandate only fully U.S.-made line pipe in new and refurbished pipelines. "The domestic pipe industry has 
more than sufficient capacity to meet the domestic demand and can supply virtually the entire range of pipe 
products using steel produced in the United States," the letter claimed. Some pipeline contractors and 
operators are not so sure. 
  
 
 

 
U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports 

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

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

 % 
Change 
2013-17 

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,584,938 1,051,124 1,552,851 47.7% -15.7% 
Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,325,358 172,981 245,481 41.9% -36.8% 
Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,851,515 187,695 371,572 98.0% -24.3% 
Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,851,948 392,979 451,079 14.8% 10.4% 
Welded OCTG 1,301,019 131,246 247,737 88.8% -19.4% 

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,147,041 145,864 220,289 51.0% -13.5% 
Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 380,961 51,893 64,508 24.3% -20.5% 
Stainless Welded Tubular Products 441,059 68,538 81,454 18.8% 8.9% 

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 599,061 92,102 109,671 19.1% 7.0% 
  

Copper 
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Copper prices spent April zig-zagging to recovery from a March setback that saw the red metal fall 
below $3 a pound on the Comex for the first time since last October, and recording the first quarterly 
decline (around -7 percent) since 2015 after hitting a nearly four-year high in late December. Some 
analysts attributed March’s decline to worries about a trade war but say market fundamentals point to 
continued recovery in the second quarter. 
 
The global copper balance will end with a small surplus of about 40,000 tonnes (t) in 2018, and a 
deficit of around 330,000 t for 2019, according to the latest forecast from the International Copper Study 
Group. ICGS expects world apparent refined usage to increase by 3 percent in 2018 and 2.2 percent in 
2019, while production grows about 4 percent this year but tails off to a 1 percent growth trend in 2019. 
 
Freeport-McMoran’s mining woes continue in Indonesia. The Wall Street Journal reported the global 
copper mining giant has lowered its production projections for this year and next due to ongoing disputes 
with the Indonesian government over control of the world’s second largest copper mine.  
 
 
Scrap 
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http://www.icsg.org/index.php/component/jdownloads/finish/113/2676
http://www.icsg.org/index.php/component/jdownloads/finish/113/2676
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Ferrous scrap prices picked up steam in April. AMM's assessment of the benchmark Midwest ferrous 
scrap indices for No 1 busheling and shredded scrap settled at $384.43 and $374.19 per ton, respectively, 
up from $374.29 per ton and $358.53 per ton in March. The No 1 heavy melt index jumped to $346.98 from 
$330.69 per ton in the same comparison. But the latest buzz from AMM is that the market likely has peaked 
and to expect reversal in May. 

Stainless scrap prices are holding steady despite the LME nickel rally. AMM’s latest assessment of 
broker/processor buying prices in Pittsburgh put Type 316 stainless scrap solids at 91-93 cents per lb. 
($2,038-2,083 per gross ton) on April 24, up a penny on the low side and down a penny on the high side 
from the previous week. Type 304 stainless scrap solids lost a penny on the high side to 66-67 cents per 
lb. and Type 304 stainless turnings lost a penny on the low side to 59-61 cents per lb. The 400 grades also 
showed movement of only about a penny a pound in either direction. 

Copper and brass scrap markets in the United States have gone up due to strong overseas demand, 
which is prompting some domestic buyers to tighten discounts and raise prices to remain competitive, 
according to AMM. China is an exception. China’s copper scrap import quotas were down -84 percent in 
the first quarter, according to calculations made by Metal Bulletin. As reported previously, China has 
enacted severe purity requirements for scrap imports. 

The solar industry is struggling with how to recycle solar panels that are reaching the end of their 
useful life. The first big wave of solar installations is reaching the 25-30-year life span of solar panels, which 
are made of glass and metals, including copper, but they are complicated to recycle. Read more. 

Plastics 
 
PVC pipe prices were sluggish in April, owing in part to miserable spring weather at the start of the 
traditional building season. The authoritative PVC & Pipe Report said that most PVC pipe converters were 
still selling off February price sheets, with  4” Schedule 40 plain end pipe ranging from discounted lows of 
$1.47-1.51/ft. in South Florida to highs of $2.21/ft. in the West. PVC resin prices in April mostly gave back 
a 2 cents per pound (ccp) increase that held in March. 
 
Municipal pipe prices continued to inch down, according to PVC & Pipe Report. Most sales at the end 
of April were put at Blocks 82-84. There were reports of a few sales made below that level, but some sales 
were still being made at Block 85. Sales at Blocks 87-88 were seen in the West and in New England. 
Demand continues to pick up, and is expected to surge as warmer weather comes to the North.  

U.S. exports of plastic scrap are down -40 percent this year through February from a year ago due 
largely to a sharp drop in volumes to China and Hong Kong, a result of the country's regulations calling for 
ultra-pure scrap and rubbish, according to PetroChem Wire. Exports were lower to China in all categories 
except PVC, which was up sharply. 
 
 
News of Note 
 
Average sales in March for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors jumped an average 10.2 percent above 
the same month of 2017 (9.0 percent median increase), propelled by a 26.7 percent gain for distributors in 
the upper quartile, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. For the first three months of the 
year PVF sales were up an average 10.9 percent (9.5 percent median). On a trailing 12-month basis, sales 
were up by an average 9.2 percent, with the median gain 6.0 percent. Inventory levels were on average 8.3 
percent higher in March 2018 compared with March 2017. 

https://www.metalbulletin.com/
https://ensia.com/features/solar-recycling/
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/Frames/Events/NewsArticles/Stories/2018/04-2018/18-04-18-4.html
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
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New construction starts in March increased 11 percent, according to Dodge Data & Analytics. The 
substantial gain followed modest declines in January (down -2 percent) and February (down -3 percent) 
and brings the pace of total construction starts to the highest level over the past six months. The gain was 
due to the nonbuilding construction sector, comprised of public works and electric utilities/gas plants, which 
soared 73 percent in March, boosted by the start of several huge projects. Nonresidential building in March 
dropped -1 percent from the previous month while residential building value decreased -2 percent. 
  
The Dodge Momentum Index moved 6.1 percent higher in March. 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. March’s gain was the result of a 
9.6 percent increase in the commercial component.  
 
Architecture firm billings increased for the sixth consecutive month in March, although the pace of 
growth slowed modestly from February. However, the Architecture Billings Index (ABI) score of 51.0 for the 
month indicates that the majority of architecture firms are still continuing to experience improving business 
conditions. Responding firms indicated that their firm’s backlogs rose to 6.3 months, with three quarters of 
firms reporting that they currently have backlogs of three months or longer, another strong indicator of future 
work.  
 
 
 
 
Producer Price Index -- Key Industry Products 

   

https://www.construction.com/news/march-construction-starts-advance-11-percent-apr-2018
https://www.construction.com/news/dodge-momentum-index-climbs-in-march
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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. 

 Product 
Code 

     Feb. 
2018 

     Mar. 
2018 % Change % Change 

 Mar. 2017 Pipe, Valves & Fittings 
Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 317.0 325.8 2.8 3.9 

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 341.7 349.7       2.3 2.5 
Ball valves 1149-0202 N/A N/A       N/A N/A 

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 218.8 219.1 0.1 2.3 
Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 227.2 227.2 0.0 1.8 

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 N/A 320.5 N/A 3.0 
Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 N/A 345.3 N/A 4.6 

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 295.8 301.3 1.9 3.1 
Automatic valves 1149-0211 180.0 181.5 0.8 2.7 

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 301.3 310.6 3.1 8.0 
Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 249.1 262.7 5.5 7.1 

Steel pipe & tube, carbon 1017-0652 100.6 107.6 7.0 N/A 
Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 97.2 99.5 2.4 8.6 

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 98.6 99.3 0.7        6.4 
Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 223.1 216.5 -3.0 5.5 

Plastic pipe 0721-0603     110.0     111.2       1.1 8.3 
Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 157.2 157.1 -0.1 3.0 

      
Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings & Trim 1054-02 312.3 312.0 -0.1 4.5 

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 260.5 260.2 -0.1 4.5 
Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 155.8 155.5       -0.2 3.7 

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 231.1 231.0 0.0 3.3 
      

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 1066-01 378.9 379.8 0.2 2.6 
Electric water heaters 1066-0101 366.9 367.0 0.0 4.0 

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 234.9 235.9 0.4 1.8 
      

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 106.0 107.4 1.3 6.7 
      
Source:  U.S. Department of Commerce Bureau of Labor & Statistics 

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


Copyright ©2015, American Supply Association.  All rights reserved.                                                                         Page 9 of 9 
 

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. 

 


	Hot-rolled coil (HRC) prices ended April going up after dropping two weeks in a row after rising each week of the year prior to that. American Metal Market’s (AMM) hot-rolled coil index stood at $864.20 per ton on April 27, down from a high of $871.60...
	Finished steel imports surged in March, rising 23.0 percent, based on preliminary Census Bureau data, the American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI) reported. Year-to-date (YTD) through three months of 2018, finished steel imports were down -1.7 percent...
	Some steel industry players expect Imports to crash as 232 exemptions expire. In a quarterly earnings conference, Steel Dynamics Inc. President and CEO Mark Millette said things could change dramatically “come May 1 or thereabouts.”
	Steel shortages are feared by some, but not everyone. Another steel industry CEO, Nucor’s John Ferriola, told analysts in his quarterly earning call, “I’m confident there’s not going to be a shortage of steel in this country. There might be a shortage...
	U.S. domestic standard pipe prices continued to rise in April thanks to persistent HRC price increases and strong demand. AMM's monthly pricing assessment for domestic A53, grade B, standard pipe rose by about $50 on the low end to a range of $1,130-1...
	Most OCTG prices jumped in April. AMM’s latest price assessment for domestic J55 casing found it selling for a range of $1,250-1,400 per ton fob mill in April, up from $1,175-1,250 per ton in March. Imported J55 casing was reported selling between $1,...
	Vallourec USA on April 27 announced a price increase of $300 per ton on OCTG, a much higher jump than has been the norm. It’s almost certain that other domestic mills will soon follow suit, taking advantage of soaring prices from increased energy dril...
	U.S energy drilling is at three-year highs. The number of drill rigs topped 1,000 for the first time since April 2015, standing at 1,013 the week of April 20, 156 more than the comparable week last year.

