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Remembering Charlie Horton 
 
The inevitable passage of time means that hardly anyone except we old-timers in the PHCP industry 
recognize the name Charlie Horton. That’s unfortunate, because he meant a lot to this industry and nobody 
ever articulated its interests with greater skill and zeal. 
 
Charlie was the founder and former owner of Supply House Times and Plumbing & Mechanical magazines, 
and the man who kick-started my industry career by hiring me as a budding trade journalist in 1977. Later 
I would be privileged to serve as the top editor of both publications.  
 
Charlie passed away 29 years ago this month, on July 5, 1989. Online publishing was in its infancy at the 
time, so most of his writings are available only to those fortunate enough to have stashed away copies of 
his old magazines. However, in a later era while serving as Editor of Supply House Times, I made it a point 
to invoke Charlie’s legacy and re-publish some of his masterful writing, which you can access in the 
magazine’s digital archives. 
 
Do yourselves a favor and take a little time to read these articles by and about Charlie Horton. First, I 
recommend reading excerpts from Charlie Horton editorials reproduced for the Golden Anniversary of 
Supply House Times in 2008. This link includes an extended obituary I wrote for the August 1989 edition 
of Plumbing & Mechanical, following Charlie’s passing, and a hilarious look at Charlie’s lighter side. 
 
You will also get an inkling of Charlie’s character by reviewing a dialog between myself and Dan Holohan 
(the only other industry writer I would mention in the same breath as Charlie Horton) published in June 
2011, as well as my farewell commentary upon retiring from Supply House Time a couple of months later.  
 
Charlie Horton is long gone. But he should not be forgotten. 
 
 
Carbon Steel 
American Metal Market’s (AMM) Hot-Rolled Coil Index reached a 10-year high in June thanks to the 
25 percent tariffs leveled against foreign steel, including material normally sourced from our North American 

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 > 
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neighbors in Canada and Mexico. AMM pegged domestic hot-rolled coil (HRC) selling at an average of 
$915.60 per ton the last week of June, up 4 percent for the month and 52.6 percent higher than a year ago. 
Lead times are in a range between four and nine weeks, AMM reported. 

Commerce Secretary blasts “speculators.” U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross blamed what he 
deemed “speculators” for rising steel prices. “There are people who illegitimately are profiteering out of the 
tariffs,” Ross said on June 20 during testimony before the Senate Finance Committee about trade and tariff 
policy. “There is no reason for tariffs to increase the price of steel by far more than the percentage of the 
tariff - and yet that’s what has been happening.” Others have argued that the blame rests with unintended 
consequences of U.S. trade policy, which has led to shortages of material. 

How long will it last? Whatever the causes of the HRC runup, many observers believe prices are poised 
for a second-half correction, citing the fact that in many cases U.S. prices are above what HRC imports are 
selling for. A forecast by the consulting firm World Steel Dynamics (WSD) predicts a drop of an estimated 
$200 a tonne by the end of 2018 as domestic users realize that even with 25 percent tariffs, imports will still 
undercut most domestic prices. A WSD analyst predicted “an avalanche of foreign steel entering our 
country, probably in September.” 

Metals firms predict continued short-term gains in HRC prices. An unscientific online survey of 
subscribers by AMM found a strong plurality of 61 percent predicting that U.S. hot-rolled coil prices will 
continue rising over the summer. 17 percent of respondents said they would “rise sharply,’ while 44 percent 
predicted them to “rise modestly.” Another 26 percent said they would “stay largely flat,” while 9 percent 
ventured that they would “fall modestly” and 4 percent predicted HRC prices would “fall sharply” over the 
summer. 

Steel imports took a nosedive in May due to the Section 232 tariff threat. Following large increases in 
April, finished steel imports dropped -16.0 percent as buyers took a wait-and-see attitude and cut back or 
canceled foreign orders. May’s setback still left steel imports marginally up by 0.4 percent through five 
months of 2018 compared with the same period last year. 

World crude steel production increased 6.6 percent in May compared with May 2017 for the 64 
countries reporting to the World Steel Association. The crude steel capacity utilization ratio of the 64 
countries in May 2018 was 77.7%. This is 4.2 percentage points higher than May 2017.  

Stainless Steel & Alloys 
Most stainless steel prices rose slightly in June due mainly to higher surcharges. However, users 
are bracing for larger increases in July. Some domestic producers have announced base price increases 
and the big four domestic producers all have boosted surcharges for all grades except Type 430. Some 
stainless distributors have expressed skepticism that the increases will hold as imports become more 
competitive. 

Nickel prices appear headed downward in the second half of this year, according to a panel 
presentation at a forum held in Shanghai, China in June. After rising more than 18 percent this year, 
stagnant demand in Asian markets and environmental regulations in China have dulled the spike, with LME 
prices bouncing around the $15.000 a ton mark in the last month. The market still looks bullish over the 
long term, due mainly to speculation about a boom in electric vehicles, coupled with a global deficit in nickel 
production vs. usage. 
 
Tubular Products 

https://www.c-span.org/video/?447151-1/commerce-secretary-wilbur-ross-testifies-trade-tariffs&start=2681
http://www.worldsteeldynamics.com/
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Standard pipe prices continue to rise sharply in response to tariff threats and strong demand, as 
well as HRC prices reaching their highest levels since 2008. AMM’s monthly pricing assessment for 
domestic A53, grade B, standard pipe climbed to $1,220-1,300 per ton FOB mill in late June, from $1,200-
1,220 per ton in May. AMM pegged imports of the same product at $1,070-1,100 per ton CIF Port of 
Houston, up from $1,000-1,100 per ton in the previous assessment. Domestic standard pipe was poised to 
move even higher as at least six North American ERW tube mills announced $40-per-ton increases in late 
June. 

The American Line Pipe Producers Association (ALPPA) disputed claims by importers that U.S. pipe 
mills cannot supply all the large-diameter line pipe needed by the oil and gas industry. In a June 11 press 
release, ALPPA attorney Timothy Brightbill said his group opposes the pipeline industry's request for 
Section 232 product exclusions because the domestic industry cannot supply all grade and size 
combinations. Brightbill called that complaint "completely unfounded." He said the U.S. mills would be able 
to fully supply the energy industry "if given the opportunity to do so," and estimated the current domestic 
capacity utilization rate is less than 40%. 

India and China were smacked with hefty countervailing duties on imports of large-diameter welded 
pipe. A Commerce Department preliminary determination leveled subsidy rates of 541.15 percent for India 
and 198.49 percent for China. Turkey and South Korea, other targets of the investigation, were assigned 
relatively minor duties ranging from 0.01 percent to 3.76 percent. ALPPA, which brought the complaint, said 
the lower rates "do not reflect the full extent of subsidization." A final determination is scheduled for 
November 6. 

Commerce also lowered dumping margins on some standard pipe from South Korea. In the final 
results of an administrative review filed on June 8, Commerce issued new dumping margins of 7.71-30.85 
percent on the South Korean material, down from a range of 8.18-38.16 percent in its preliminary finding. 

Taiwan’s Shin Yang Steel was assigned a preliminary dumping margin of 6.26 percent on imports of 
circular welded carbon steel pipes and tubes during an administrative review in early June. The Commerce 
Dept. said fellow Taiwanese producer Yieh Hsing Enterprise shipped no material during the review period. 

Our country’s shale energy boom would be even more robust if not for a shortage of truck drivers. 
A June 9, 2018 article in the Wall Street Journal pointed out that many drivers in the red-hot Permian Basis 
of West Texas and New Mexico are commanding six-figure incomes. Their rising costs and shortages are 
putting a damper on drilling. 

 
 

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

 

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

 % 
Change 
2013-17 

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,584,938 2,434,001 3,304,980 35.8% -15.7% 
Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,325,358 365,081 531,871 45.7% -36.8% 
Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,851,515 525,083 793,786 51.2% -24.3% 

Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,851,948 852,385 988,482 16.0% 10.4% 
Welded OCTG 1,301,019 325,582 506,585 55.6% -19.4% 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/hot-commodity-in-the-shale-boom-truckers-1528459200?mod=hp_major_pos15
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Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,147,041 313,831 452,832 44.3% -13.5% 

Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 380,961 110,901 129,088 16.4% -20.5% 

Stainless Welded Tubular Products 441,059 142,190 171,603 20.7% 8.9% 
Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 599,061 181,403 216,051 19.1% 7.0% 

  

Copper 

 
 
 
Comex copper prices briefly surged to a more than four-year high on June 8, but have since plummeted 
below the $3 a pound level as doubts set in about the global economy amid the threat of trade wars. A 
teeter-totter effect has set in with copper traders and they balance widespread predictions of global 
production shortages against actual surpluses, as well as mixed signals about the global economy. 
 
The world refined copper balance for the first quarter of 2018 indicates a surplus of about 140,000 
tonnes (t), according to the International Copper Study Group (ICSG). Increases in mining production and 
the settling of some mining disputes led global production to almost double demand in the first quarter. 
 
Scrap 
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http://www.amm.com/Article/3812382/Comex-jump-widens-US-copper-scrap-spreads.html
http://www.icsg.org/index.php/component/jdownloads/finish/114/2774?Itemid=
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U.S. scrap suppliers grapple with the loss of China. Already clobbered by environmental restrictions 
that have severely curtailed scrap exports to China, scrap suppliers are reeling from the announcement 
that China is considering a total ban on solid waste scrap imports, including all metals, by the end of 2020. 
China has presented its scrap policy as environmental protection but many believe the real motive is to 
improve its domestic recycling industries. If China follows through with implementation, it could have a 
devastating impact on U.S. metal prices. It’s unlikely that other export markets can pick up all of the slack. 
 
The ferrous scrap market is expecting a “sideways summer.” That’s the opinion of one insider writing 
for the Scrap Price Bulletin, due to plentiful supply despite surging demand. Meantime, AMM’s Midwest 
Ferrous Scrap Index for May showed $10 per ton increases for No. 1 busheling with slight gains for other 
grades. 

U.S. stainless scrap prices seem headed downward. AMM’s latest assessment in late June showed 
most grades losing a penny or two a pound thanks to ample supplies. The market is said to be confused 
over the impact of Section 232 tariffs and unsettled LME nickel prices. 

Copper and brass scrap prices have been edging lower as buyers try to figure out what’s behind the 
gyrations in Comex copper prices, which surged to more than a four-year high on June 8 but have since 
dropped well below that level. Plentiful supplies are available. 

Other countries are picking up the slack from a steep drop-off in Chinese non-ferrous scrap imports. 
The latest Commerce Dept. data shows Malaysia, South Korea, Japan and Taiwan among nations that 
substantially increased U.S. copper scrap purchases during the January-April period, following China’s 
imposition of ultra-pure requirements for imported scrap. 

  
Plastics 
 
Prices are going up for both municipal and plumbing pipe, or at least converters are trying to impose 
price increases, though it remains to be seen how many will stick. According to PetroChem Wire PVC & 
Pipe Report, most PVC pipe producers announced prices increases in late June to take effect in July. Prior 
to that most companies were selling off of February price sheets. 
 
Suppliers were confident that PVC resin pricing would remain at current levels throughout the 
summer and possibly into the fall, according to PetroChem Wire PVC & Pipe Report,. They pointed to good 
domestic demand and tight supply, although sharply rising oil prices could change that equation. 
 
Plastic resins and pipe imports are slated to be included in the U.S. tariff policy towards China. A 
new round of $16 billion in tariffs includes five pages of plastics materials, including polypropylene, 
polyethylene, vinyl, acrylic, plastic tubes and pipes. 

 
News of Note 
 
Average sales in May for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors jumped an average 9.5 percent above the 
same month of 2017 (8.8 percent median increase), propelled as usual by a hefty gain for distributors in 
the upper quartile (17.1 percent), according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. For the first five 
months of the year PVF sales were up an average 15.1 percent (8.0 percent median). On a trailing 12-

http://www.scrappricebulletin.com/5307/Ferrous-scrap-market-expecting-sideways-summer
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
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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month basis, sales were up by an average 12.9 percent, with the median gain 10.3 percent. Inventory levels 
were on average 9.2 percent higher in May 2018 compared with May 2017. 
 
New construction starts in May advanced 15 percent from April, according to Dodge Data & Analytics. 
The increase follows a -12 percent decline in April and shows total construction activity reaching the highest 
level reported over the past eight months. The lift in May came from substantial gains for nonbuilding 
construction, up 39 percent; and nonresidential building, up 18 percent. Both sectors benefitted from the 
start of several very large projects. Residential building was essentially unchanged from April to May. 
Nonresidential building year-to-date through five months dropped -16 percent from the same period of 2017, 
while the residential market gained 5 percent in the same period. 
 
The Dodge Momentum Index eked out a small gain in May, moving 1.8 percent higher from the revised 
April reading. 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 Momentum Index has posted solid gains through the first five months of 2018, 
rising 19 percent from the same period of 2017 and reaching a level not seen since mid-2008. 
 
Business conditions at architecture firms remained strong in May, with an Architecture Billings Index 
(ABI) score of 52.8 (any score over 50 indicates billings growth). Slightly more firms reported an increase 
in firm billings than in April, and May also marked the eighth consecutive month of billings growth. Inquiries 
into new projects and value of new design contracts also continued to grow at a steady pace, indicating 
ongoing interest from clients in starting new projects. In addition, architecture firms in all regions of the 
country reported an increase in billings in May.  
 
Producer Price Index -- Key Industry Products 

   

https://www.construction.com/news/may-construction-starts-climb-15-percent-june-2018
https://www.construction.com/news/dodge-momentum-index-inches-up-may-june-2018
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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 

     Apr. 
2018 

     May 
2018 % Change % Change 

 May 2017 Pipe, Valves & Fittings 
Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 326.4 327.0 0.2 4.1 

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 348.8 348.8       0.0 2.1 
Ball valves 1149-0202 N/A 429.1       N/A 7.3 

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

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 N/A 329.4 N/A 5.8 
Solenoid Valves 1149-0208 347.4 347.4 0.0 4.8 

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

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 311.0 305.2 -1.9 7.2 
Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 278.1 282.7 1.7 13.3 

Steel pipe & tube, carbon 1017-0652 114.3 115.2 0.8 N/A 
Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 104.9 110.1 5.0 19.9 

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 103.3 103.8 0.5        8.8 
Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 217.3 213.9 -1.6 8.4 

Plastic pipe 0721-0603     111.5     111.0       -0.4 5.4 
Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 160.3 162.2 1.2 6.1 

      
Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings & Trim 1054-02 312.2 311.9 -0.1 3.2 

Bath & shower fittings 1054-0211 260.6 260.6 0.0 4.3 
Lavatory & sink fittings 1054-0218 155.7 154.6       -0.7 2.7 

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 231.1 231.3 0.1 1.7 
      

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 284.6 290.5 2.1 4.3 
Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 180.6 184.7 2.3 5.2 

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 379.8 379.9 0.0 3.7 
Electric water heaters 1066-0101 367.0 367.0 0.0 4.0 

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 N/A 236.0 N/A 3.5 
      

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 107.8 107.1 -0.6 5.8 
      
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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