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How Long Will The Oil Drilling Boom Last? 
In almost every edition for the last couple of years we’ve reported increased rig counts in our Tubular 
Products section thanks to a booming economy and rising oil prices. Apart from a dreaded economic 
collapse, at some point a fundamental economic principle will kick in and drilling will decline. That will be 
when oil prices get so high too many players try to get in on the action. This will lead to a supply glut, which 
will drive down prices, which in turn will lead to less drilling. 

Nobody sees that time anywhere on the horizon yet. Even though oil prices have been steadily rising for 
the last several months (though declining at month’s end when this was written), global supply and demand 
have stayed pretty close to equilibrium for a variety of reasons. One is Venezuela’s mismanaged economy, 
which has led oil production to drop almost in half for this one-time petroleum powerhouse. Also restraining 
supplies have been transportation bottlenecks ranging from delays in pipeline construction to port 
congestion to a shortage of truck drivers. Plus, some shale wells are being depleted and both Russia and 
OPEC have managed to succeed in holding back production to shore up prices. President Trump’s recent 
cancellation of the nuclear deal with Iran may cause that country’s oil production to tumble as economic 
sanctions get re-imposed. 

While all of these factors are holding back the tide, it’s a good bet that the lure of riches for oil producers 
will eventually overcome the restraints. Nobody knows whether that day will come weeks, months or years 
from now, but if history is any guide, it will get here eventually. Until then, as they say in New Orleans, 
laissez les bons temps rouler – let the good times roll. 

Carbon Steel 
American Metal Market’s (AMM) Hot-Rolled Coil Index slipped a bit the last week or May after rising 
for four consecutive weeks. As of May 25 it stood at $881 per ton, down 0.5 percent from $885.20 the prior 
week. AMM attributed the decline to an import glut (foreign companies are flooding the market before tariffs 
kick in) and lead times stretched by the typical summer slowdown. Analysts expect the decline to be 
temporary. 

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.amm.com/pricing/Steel/Hot-rolled-coil-index-US-domestic-Midwest-FOB-mill-USCWT-qs7l6lwdq6gv
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/MMD
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/MMD
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Finished steel imports surged 15.1 percent in April compared with the prior month, based on 
preliminary Census Bureau data reported by the American Iron and Steel Institute. Year-to-date (YTD) 
through four months of 2018, finished steel imports were up 2.3 percent vs. the same period in 2017. 
Finished steel import market share was an estimated 29 percent in April and is estimated at 26 percent 
YTD. Major products with significant year-to-date (YTD) increases vs. the same period in 2017 include line 
pipe (up 31%) and oil country goods (up 25%). 

Analysts expect the import surge to coming to a crashing halt if and when tariffs are imposed. The 
Trump Administration’s June 1 tariff-exemption deadline, if not extended, will be key. 

Domestic-made steel had risen nearly 40 percent in price this year to its highest level in a decade 
before dropping back a bit at the close of May, the Wall Street Journal reported. This despite the 
aforementioned surge in imports. Tariff talk is the driver, as buyers raced to stockpile ahead of the declared 
June 1 tariff-exemption deadline. 

MEPS calculated that the rising cost of steel has inflated steel purchases by 25 percent in 
construction, and even higher for some industries. Again, the tariff threat is to blame. 

U.S. service center steel shipments in April increased by 13.0 percent from April 2017, according to 
the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  Steel inventories increased by 8.5 percent from year-ago levels. 

World crude steel production increased 4.1 percent in April compared with April 2017 for the 64 
countries reporting to the World Steel Association. The crude steel capacity utilization ratio of the 64 
countries in April 2018 was 76.9 percent. This is 2.4 percentage points higher than April 2017 

 
Stainless Steel & Alloys 
Stainless steel surcharges are poised to rise almost across the board in June, according to AMM. 
marking the fifth consecutive month of increases for all Type 201 and 304 stainless steel products. Type 
316 products posted some declines in May but are scheduled to rise by up to 1.57 percent due to increased 
nickel and manganese prices. Type 430 grades remain unchanged by three of the four key U.S. producers. 
Stainless base prices held mostly firm in May. 

Stainless steel flanges from China will face countervailing duties after the United States International 
Trade Commission (USITC) determined that U.S. producers are materially injured by those imports. The 
Commission’s public report Stainless Steel Flanges from China (Inv. No. 701-TA-585 (Final), USITC 
Publication 4788, May 2018) will be available by June 19, 2018; when available, it may be accessed on the 
USITC website at: http://pubapps.usitc.gov/applications/publogs/qry_publication_loglist.asp. 

 
Tubular Products 
 
Domestically produced standard pipe prices continued to rise based on fears that Section 232 tariffs 
would reduce the flow of imported material in the near future. AMM’s latest monthly assessment for U.S. 
domestic A53 grade B standard pipe rose to $1,200-1,220 per ton FOB mill from $1,130-1,200 per ton in 
April. Their assessment for imported A53 grade B standard pipe moved into a wider range of $1,000-1,100 
per ton CIF Port of Houston from $1,030-1,050 per ton previously. 
 

http://www.meps.co.uk/ISR-Keynote-518.htm
http://www.msci.org/
https://www.worldsteel.org/
http://www.amm.com/
http://pubapps.usitc.gov/applications/publogs/qry_publication_loglist.asp
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Line pipe tags jumped by around $200 in May. Line pipe prices climbed in the U.S. thanks to fear of 
Section 232 import curbs that might result in supply shortages. AMM’s latest pricing assessment for 
imported seamless line pipe climbed to a range $1,500-1,635 per ton CFR Port of Houston, up from $1,300-
1,450 a month before. By comparison, U.S. domestic X52 line pipe was assessed in a range of $1,350-
1,440 per ton FOB mill, up $40-60 from April. 

Most OCTG prices were somewhat restrained in May after reaching the highest since mid-2012. The 
biggest jump occurred for domestic J55 casing, which rose in May to range of $1,330-1,450 per ton FOB 
mill, from $1,250-1,400 in April. Imported J55 casing was reported by AMM as selling in a range of $1,080-
1,200 per ton CFR Port of Houston, up $50 on the low end but not increasing at the high end. AMM’s pricing 
assessment for domestic seamless high-collapse P110 casing actually dropped about $50 on the low end 
to a range of $1,700-1,800 per ton FOB mill. Imported P110 casing rose about $50 on the low end to a 
range of $1,550-1,600 per ton CFR Port of Houston. 

The restraint may not last, with some mills reportedly planning to increase prices as much as $300 
per ton for both seamless and welded tubular products. The market as of this writing is too unsettled to 
know for sure, because much depends on the June 1 deadline for carving out Section 232 tariff exceptions, 
Many line pipe and OCTG distributors and end users have requested exemptions from Section 232 tariffs 
based on their belief that domestic producers cannot supply enough material to meet demand. Most 
domestic producers disagree. 
 
Many tube mills have increased freight charges by $20-40 per ton to certain regions due to the 
escalating cost of trucking and rail transport. Atlas Tube, Bull Moose Tube, Nucor Tubular and Welded 
Tube of Canada are among the companies that have informed customers of freight increases. 
 
The U.S. rig count for the last week of May showed 1,059 rigs in operation, up 151 from the same 
period last year. Canadian drilling rigs declined by 12 in the same comparison. 
 
 
 

 
U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports 

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

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

 % 
Change 
2013-17 

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,584,938 1,737,425 2,411,186 38.8% -15.7% 
Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,325,358 266,936 387,505 45.2% -36.8% 
Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,851,515 338,646 595,642 75.9% -24.3% 

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,851,948 646,304 704,430 9.0% 10.4% 
Welded OCTG 1,301,019 212,659 354,508 66.7% -19.4% 

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,147,041 228,111 337,174 47.8% -13.5% 

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 380,961 85,824 95,274 11.0% -20.5% 

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 441,059 108,539 121,947 12.4% 8.9% 

Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 599,061 137,790 165,652 20.2% 7.0% 
  

Copper 

http://phx.corporate-ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=79687&p=irol-rigcountsoverview
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Copper prices ended May a little higher than where they began the month. After hitting a four-year 
high in 2017, prices have dropped around -5 percent this year even while other commodities are mostly 
on the rise. The reasons for copper’s lagging behavior are not entirely clear. Some analysts fear it may 
portend a global economic slowdown, though others think the market is simply reacting to a global supply 
surplus. 
 
The aforementioned global refined market surplus reached 110,000 tonnes in February, according to 
the most recent data released by the International Copper Study Group (ICSG). That was on top of a 33,000 
tonne surplus recorded in January. World production grew by 3.3 percent in the first two months of the year, 
while no major supply disruptions occurred. 
 
Scrap 
 
Global ferrous scrap prices were mostly higher during May, although Turkish mills were driving down 
prices slightly with their latest orders, according to AMM.  
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http://www.icsg.org/index.php/component/jdownloads/finish/114/2748?Itemid=
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The U.S. stainless steel scrap market was mostly holding steady in May, despite rising LME nickel 
values. The LME's cash nickel contract closed the official session on May 31 at $15,175 per tonne, up from 
$14,410 per tonne on May 16. Domestic scrap suppliers seem to believe that nickel will level off. 
 
Copper and brass scrap markets were also holding steady in the U.S. as May drew to a close. The 
market is in turmoil over China’s 30-day suspension of non-ferrous imports from North America, due to last 
through June 4. 
 
China is said to not yet be self-sufficient in scrap supplies and may take an economic hit from its 
hardline approach to scrap impurities, according to panelists speaking at a recent conference of the Bureau 
of International Recycling’s (BIR's) International Trade Council. China officially adopted new scrap metal 
import regulations on March 1, which determine the new thresholds for impurities allowed in non-ferrous 
scrap imports at a maximum of 1%, a level exporters say is next to impossible to maintain.  
 
Plastics 
 
 
Prices for 4” Schedule 40 plain end plumbing pipe were still being set off of different February 
sheets at $1.73/ft. in the East and Central regions, $2.02/ft. in the West, $1.89/ft. in the East and Central 
regions and $2.21/ft in the West, according to PetroChem Wire PVC & Pipe Report. In the East and Central 
regions, discounts off of the Feb. 1 sheets were holding at 15-20% ($1.38-1.47) for most sales. In the 
Midwest, especially in Michigan, Wisconsin and Minnesota, they were still able to make sales at a 12% 
discount ($1.52/ft.). Discounts off of the Feb. 23 sheets were at 22-25% ($1.42-1.47/ft) in most markets, 
with the higher discounts being offered in Florida and the Carolinas. The price range for most sales in the 
East were holding at about $1.38-1.48/ft. 
  
Falling ethylene prices are behind the price stagnation, say analysts at PetroChem Wire PVC & Pipe 
Report. That impact may not be over. 
 
The chronic shortage of HDPE pipe should be alleviated following announcements of new plants or 
expansions by a couple of HDPE pipe producers. Timewell Drainage Products announced on May 10 that 
it will open its sixth manufacturing facility in the U.S. with the purchase of a 40,000-square-foot building on 
20 acres of land in Selma, Ala, to make HDPE pipe. They expect the plant to be running in 6-8 months. 
Also, Pipeline Plastics is building a new HDPE facility on the Southeast coast of the U.S. and adding 
capacity at two existing manufacturing plants in Levelland, Tex., and Belle Fourche, S.D. 
 
U.S. exports of PE scrap to China were down by -41 percent in the first quarter, PetroChem Wire 
reported. The main reason was China’s crackdown on impurities in scrap. 
 
News of Note 
 
Average sales in April for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors jumped an average 25.1 percent above 
the same month of 2017 (27.4 percent median increase), propelled by a 38.6 percent gain for distributors 
in the upper quartile, according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. For the first four months of the 
year PVF sales were up an average 13.1percent (11.5 percent median). On a trailing 12-month basis, sales 
were up by an average 11.6 percent, with the median gain 10.2 percent. Inventory levels were on average 
8.5 percent higher in April 2018 compared with April 2017. 
 
The value of new construction starts in April fell -13 percent from the previous month, according to 
Dodge Data & Analytics. The decline follows an 11 percent gain reported for March, which was the highest 
level of construction starts over the preceding six months. Nonresidential building retreated -12 percent due 

http://www.bir.org/
http://www.bir.org/
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/Frames/Events/NewsArticles/Stories/2018/05-2018/18-05-16-4.html
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
https://www.construction.com/news/new-construction-starts-april-pull-back-13-percent-may-2018
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to a slower pace by its institutional and manufacturing segments. Residential building dropped -9 percent 
with reduced activity for both single family and multifamily housing. During the first four months of 2018, 
total construction starts were down -7 percent from the same period of 2017. 
 
The Dodge Momentum Index jumped 6.1 percent in April. 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. Both components of the Momentum Index 
moved higher in April, with the commercial component up 6.3 percent and the institutional component up 
5.8 percent.  
 
April extended the string to seven straight months of gains for U.S. architecture firms in design 
billings, as the Architecture Billings Index score of 52.0 was a slight improvement over the 51.0 reading for 
March. Growth rates for billings, inquiries, and new design contracts are basically keeping pace with 2017, 
so architecture firms should see another solid year of business activity. 
 
 
Producer Price Index -- Key Industry Products 

   

https://www.construction.com/news/dodge-momentum-index-higher-april-may-1018
https://www.aia.org/pages/198001-abi-april-2018-healthy-growth-in-billings-c
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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 

     Mar. 
2018 

     Apr. 
2018 % Change % Change 

 Apr. 2017 Pipe, Valves & Fittings 
Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 325.8 326.4 0.2 4.1 

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 349.7 348.8      -0.3 2.7 
Ball valves 1149-0202 N/A N/A       N/A N/A 

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 219.1 222.1 1.4 3.7 
Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 227.2 227.2 0.0 1.8 

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 320.5 N/A N/A N/A 
Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 345.3 347.4 0.6 4.8 

Other industrial valves, including nuclear 1149-0209 301.3 304.5 1.1 4.0 
Automatic valves 1149-0211 181.5 181.5 0.0 2.7 

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 310.6 311.0 0.1 8.1 
Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 262.7 278.1 5.9 11.1 

Steel pipe & tube, carbon 1017-0652 107.6 114.3 6.2 N/A 
Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 99.5 104.9 5.4 13.0 

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 99.3 103.3 4.0        8.9 
Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 216.5 217.3 0.4 8.7 

Plastic pipe 0721-0603     111.2     111.5       0.3 6.3 
Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 157.1 160.3 2.0 5.1 

      
Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings & Trim 1054-02 312.0 312.2 0.1 4.5 

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 260.2 260.6 0.2 4.7 
Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 155.5 155.7       0.1 3.9 

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 231.0 231.1 0.0 3.2 
      

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 283.7 284.6 0.3 2.2 
Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 179.9 180.6 0.4 2.8 

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 379.8 379.8 0.0 2.6 
Electric water heaters 1066-0101 367.0 367.0 0.0 4.0 

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 235.9 N/A N/A N/A 
      

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 107.4 107.8 0.4 6.0 
      
Source:  U.S. Department of Commerce Bureau of Labor & Statistics 

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