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Steel Mills Face A People Problem 
 
U.S. steel mills have realized a burst in demand from Section 232-induced orders, but they are struggling 
to find enough qualified technicians, engineers, electricians, etc., needed to ramp up production. According 
to AMM, the hiring squeeze is particularly acute in the tubular sector, where the workforce and domestic 
capacity utilization rate slipped dramatically as imports swamped the markets. Now, the Section 232 tariffs 
and quotas have reduced OCTG and line pipe imports at a time when oil and gas drilling is on the upswing. 
Domestic mills are eager to fill the gap, but the people just aren’t there in the numbers needed. 
 
Many of you manufacturers and distributors are in the same boat. Manufacturing, the trades and other blue-
collar industries are struggling to recruit and train enough skilled workers to fill their needs. The ASA 
Education Foundation is among numerous groups that have started to address this challenge, but success 
is in the future while demand is surging right now for enough people to expand shifts at the mills. 
 
Besides distortions caused by Section 232, U.S. unemployment is at the lowest level since the year 2000. 
With oil prices and subsequent drilling activity on the rise, domestic energy tubular manufacturers are hard-
pressed to fulfill their claim that they can provide enough material to the market to make up for declining 
imports. AMM suggests that sluggish production is leading to uncomfortably low OCTG inventories, with 
the threat of further price increases well above the multi-year highs already being experienced.  
 
 
Carbon Steel 
 
The steel rally hit a wall in July. After hitting a 10-year high in June of $935 a ton, hot-rolled coil (HRC) 
dipped to a range of $840-845 in American Metal Market’s (AMM) assessment the third week of July. HRC 
recovered in the final week to $909.20 as buyers awaited the impact of promised tariffs on steel imports, 
with trade negotiations still fluid and uncertain. Lead times are between four and eight weeks. Some steel 
buyers fear that the trade wars will slow down the global economy and thus reduce demand. Domestic steel 
prices have risen so high amid the tariff threat that some steel users may still find foreign steel a bargain 
even with the Trump administration’s threatened 25 percent tariff on steel imports. 
 

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/Article/3817804/Home/Hiring-squeeze-said-inhibiting-mill-expansions.html
http://www.amm.com/Article/3817804/Home/Hiring-squeeze-said-inhibiting-mill-expansions.html
http://www.asa.net/Education/About-Foundation
http://www.asa.net/Education/About-Foundation
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 dropped -24.6 percent in June from May, based on preliminary Census Bureau 
data compiled by the American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI). Year-to-date through the first half of 2018, 
AISI pegged finished steel imports as down -7.1 percent from the same period in 2017. The group estimated 
finished steel import market share at 25 percent YTD. 
 
Steel shipments from U.S. service centers increased by 1.4 percent in June compared with the same 
month of 2017, according to the Metals Service Center Institute (MSCI).  
 
 
Stainless Steel & Alloys 
 
Stainless steel surcharges are mostly poised to decline during August, with all four of the key 
domestic producers signaling discounts mostly ranging between 2-5 percent for Type 201 and 304 extras 
– the first time since January those products have lowered. Type 316 extras are also set to fall after 
registering gains in both June and July. The declines follow lower nickel, manganese and molybdenum 
prices. An exception in August is Type 430 material, for which surcharges are set to move modestly higher 
at three of the four producers, according to AMM. 
 
Stainless steel flanges from China are being sold at less than fair value, the United States International 
Trade Commission (USITC) determined. The Department of Commerce will issue an antidumping duty 
order on those products. The USITC’s public report Stainless Steel Flanges from China (Inv. No. 731-TA-
1383 (Final), USITC Publication 4807, July 2018) will be available by August 16; when available, it may be 
accessed at: http://pubapps.usitc.gov/applications/publogs/qry_publication_loglist.asp. 

Global stainless steel melt shop production increased by 9.5 percent in the first quarter of 2018 
compared with the same period last year, according to the International Stainless Steel Forum. ISSF 
pegged U.S. production as declining -0.4 percent in that period, while China, the world’s largest producer, 
upped its output by 6.5 percent. 

U.S. silicon prices declined for the fourth month in a row in July, according to AMM. They assessed 
the grade 553 spot silicon price as dropping another -1.8 percent from June’s level, based on weak demand. 

Tubular Products 
 
Standard pipe prices continued to go up in July, boosted by Section 232 pressures. AMM’s monthly 
assessment found U.S. domestic A53, grade B, standard pipe selling in a range of $1,230-1,300 per ton 
FOB mill, up slightly on the bottom end from $1,220-1,300 per ton in June. AMM’s assessment of the same 
imported product was unchanged at $1,070-1,100 per ton CIF Port of Houston. The spread between 
domestic and foreign product is widening to the point where many buyers may choose to opt for foreign 
material even with a 25 percent tariff attached. 
  
South Korean line pipe mills are charged with price fixing, according to documents submitted to the 
U.S. Commerce Dept. by the American Line Pipe Producers Association. The group produced documents 
that included a December 2017 finding by the Korea Fair Trade Commission that six of its nation's pipe 
mills fixed prices between 2003 and at least 2013, The petitioners include American Cast Iron Pipe, Berg 
Steel Pipe, Berg Spiral Pipe, Dura-Bond Industries and Stupp -- all of which are members of the association 
-- plus Greens Bayou Pipe Mill, JSW Steel (USA), Skyline Steel and Trinity Products. 
 
The U.S. Commerce Dept. denied a Section 232 tariff exclusion request from a pipeline operator based 
on its claim that there is no domestic producer for a particular grade. Plains All American Pipeline placed 

http://pubapps.usitc.gov/applications/publogs/qry_publication_loglist.asp
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an order with a supplier from Greece for 26-in., high-frequency-welded X65 line pipe, plain end beveled, in 
lengths of 70 feet to 76 feet, 1 inch, for a 526-mile pipeline serving the Permian Basin. U.S. producers Berg 
Pipe and Dura-Bond Industries filed objections, stating that they would be able to produce similarly sized 
pipe but using a different weld process.  
 
 

 
U.S. Pipe & Tube Imports 

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

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

 % 
Change 
2013-17 

Total Carbon and Alloy Pipe & Tube 8,597,203 3,148,554 4,168,821 32.4% -15.6% 
Carbon Seamless Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 1,323,150 470,543 692,475 47.2% -36.9% 
Carbon Seamless OCTG 1,854,155 651,479 1,038,118 59.3% -24.1% 
Welded Tubular Products (Other than OCTG) 2,854,312 1,112,475 1,232,957 10.8% 10.5% 
Welded OCTG 1,312,102 439,484 583,258 32.7% -18.7% 

Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 1,145,295 413,446 588,122 42.2% -13.7% 
Stainless Seamless Tubular Products 380,113 139,242 168,991 21.4% -20.7% 
Stainless Welded Tubular Products 441,024 182,618 216,669 18.6% 8.9% 
Stainless Flanges, Fittings & Tool Joints 590,819 232,761 273,445 17.5% 5.6% 

  

Copper 
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Comex copper prices leveled off in the final weeks of July after plummeting around -15 percent from 
a more than four-year high in early June. Tariff tensions and worries about China’s economy (China 
consumes more than half the world’s copper) are giving buyers the jitters, although most analysts remain 
bullish about copper’s long-term prospects due to anticipated global production deficits and a still strong 
global economy. Most commodities are slumping, not just copper. 
 
A similar situation played out on the LME, where copper reached a yearly low cash price of $5,981 on 
July 19 before rising to $6,212.50 by month’s end. The 2018 high was on June 8 when copper reached 
$7,262.50 per tonne. 
 
The world refined copper balance for the first four months of 2018 indicates a surplus of about 60,000 
tonnes (t), according to the International Copper Study Group (ICSG). Supplies on the plus side continue 
despite widespread fear of a global production deficit. 
 
Scrap 
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Midwest ferrous scrap prices show a large spread between premium busheling and lower grades. 
AMM’s latest benchmark Midwest Index showed No. 1 busheling selling for an average of $402.35 per ton 
in July, up $9.62 from June, while AMM’s shredded scrap index dropped about a buck to $362.89 in July, 
and the No. 1 heavy melt index fell by $1.54 to $336.08. One analyst said the market could go either way 
in August. 
 
Ferrous scrap exports neared a 5-year high in May and were up 34.7 percent through the first five 
months of the year. Ferrous exports have settled down since then as key buyers in Turkey and Taiwan 
have scaled down purchases.. 
 
U.S. stainless scrap prices continue in the doldrums. High levels of supply and declining nickel prices 
have driven Type 316 scrap down to 85-88 cents per lb. in AMM’s latest assessment, while Type 304 solids 
were selling for 60-63 cents and Type 304 turnings 54-57 cents per lb. The ferritic grades were on the 
cheap at 23-24 cents for Type 430 solids and 15-20 cents for turnings. Type 409 solids were selling for 19-
20 cents per lb. and 409 turnings at 13-16 cents in AMM’s latest estimation. 
 
The U.S. copper and brass scrap market also is in a funk thanks to an abundance of material and a 
drop in Comex prices. Discounts for brass mill No 1 copper scrap and refiners’ No 1 copper scrap narrowed 
by 1 cent per lb. on July 25, according to AMM’s latest assessment. 
 
China plans to reduce “waste” imports to zero by 2020, according to a report from the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of China, published on June 24. The Bureau of International Recycling 
is trying to sort out what constitutes “waste” in China’s reckoning versus recycled raw materials and predicts 
changes to Chinese standards and laws in order to affect its recycled raw material needs. 
 
 
 
Plastics 
 
The PVC pipe market continued to find producers lowballing prices off of price sheets dating all the 
way back to February, and in some places discounting up to 30 percent off those sheets. According 
to PetroChem Wire PVC & Pipe Report, the lowest prices for 4” Schedule 40 plain end pipe were in a range 
of $1.32-1.40/ft. Some pipe makers were trying to issue new price sheets for August quoting above $2.00/ft. 
for the same product, but it remains to be seen if they’ll succeed any better than they did with efforts made 
by some companies to sell off of July price sheets at around $1.95.  
 
PetroChem Wire PVC & Pipe Report reported a similar situation for PVC municipal pipe.  Converters 
were not able to push prices to the level of their July 1 price letters, which called for a price increase to 
Blocks 90/91 for immediate sales and Blocks 95/96 for quotes. As July came to a close most sales were 
off of Blocks 84-85 price sheets. 
 
The Swedish auto market Volvo announced that by 2025, 25 percent of the plastic that it uses in its 
new cars will come from recycled sources. It’s estimated that the average light vehicle now contains over 
300 pounds of plastic. Plastic has become an environmental whipping boy because it does not readily 
biodegrade, with some places even banning plastic straws. Read more.  
    
News of Note 
 
Average sales in June for ASA’s industrial PVF distributors jumped an average 11.6 percent above 
the same month of 2017 (7.3 percent median increase), propelled as usual by a hefty gain for distributors 
in the upper quartile (19.0 percent), according to the association’s Monthly Pulse Report. For the first six 

http://www.scrappricebulletin.com/5333/Ferrous-scrap-mart-outlook-looks-mixed-in-August
http://www.scrappricebulletin.com/5333/Ferrous-scrap-mart-outlook-looks-mixed-in-August
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
http://www.petrochemwire.com/SampleIssues2/PVC.html
https://news.thomasnet.com/featured/volvos-will-soon-be-made-with-recycled-plastic?channel=newsletter&campaign_type=PNA&campaign_name=0718&utm_campaign=0718&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_source=PNA&tinid=221755107
http://www.asa.net/Business-Intelligence/Industry-Benchmarks/Monthly-Pulse-Report
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months of the year PVF sales were up an average 16.1 percent (11.3 percent median). On a trailing 12-
month basis, sales were up by an average 14.5 percent, with the median gain 10.9 percent. Inventory levels 
were on average 11.7 percent higher in June 2018 compared with June 2017. 
 
New construction starts in June climbed 11 percent, according to Dodge Data & Analytics. The increase 
marked the second double-digit gain in a row, following the 15 percent hike that was reported for May. 
Boosting activity in June was a sharp 57 percent advance for nonresidential building, which benefitted from 
the start of two massive manufacturing plant projects and two massive office building projects. Residential 
building in June grew 4 percent, helped by growth for multifamily housing. Through the first six months of 
2018, total construction starts on an unadjusted basis were up 1 percent from the same period a year ago. 
Nonresidential building year-to-date dropped -3 percent, while residential building was up 6 percent. 
 
The Dodge Momentum Index grew 0.8 percent in June. 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. June’s advance marks the fifth straight 
monthly increase for the Momentum Index, which is nearing a 10-year high, and suggests that the moderate 
strengthening of construction activity currently underway will continue through the end of 2018.  
 
Architecture firm billings increased for the ninth consecutive month in June, with AIA’s Architecture 
Billing Index scoring 51.3 (anything over 50.0 indicates growth). In addition, the value of new design 
contracts at firms strongly increased for the second month in a row, and firms continued to report robust 
backlogs of 6.3 months for the second consecutive quarter. This remains the strongest that backlogs have 
been since the recession. 
 
 
Producer Price Index -- Key Industry Products 
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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 

     May 
2018 

     June 
2018 % Change % Change 

 June 2017 Pipe, Valves & Fittings 
Metal valves, except fluid power 1149-02 327.0 327.7 0.2 4.5 

Gates, globes, angles & check valves 1149-0201 348.8 348.5      -0.1 2.3 
Ball valves 1149-0202 429.1 433.3       1.0 8.4 

Butterfly valves 1149-0203 222.1 221.9 -0.1 3.6 
Industrial plug valves 1149-0204 227.2 227.2 0.0 1.8 

Plumbing & heating valves (low pressure) 1149-0205 329.4 329.4 0.0 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 181.5 181.7 0.1 2.8 

Metal pipe fittings, flanges & unions 1149-0301 305.2 315.1 3.2 10.6 
Steel pipe & tube 1017-06 282.7 283.0 0.1 14.8 

Steel pipe & tube, carbon 1017-0652 115.2 117.1 1.6 N/A 
Steel pipe & tube, alloy 1017-0673 110.1 105.0 -4.6 11.7 

Steel pipe & tube, stainless steel 1017-0674 103.8 103.7 -0.1        8.2 
Copper & copper-base alloy pipe and tube 1025-0239 213.9 224.9 5.1 14.2 

Plastic pipe 0721-0603     111.0     110.9       -0.1 5.8 
Plastic pipe fittings & unions 0721-0604 162.2 164.0 1.1 7.1 

      
Plumbing Fixtures, Fittings & Trim 1054-02 311.9 311.9 0.0 3.2 

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

Enameled iron & metal sanitary ware 1056 231.3 231.3 0.0 1.7 
      

Steam & Hot Water Equipment 1061 290.5 290.4 0.0 4.3 
Cast iron heating boilers, radiators and convectors 1061-0106 184.7 184.7 0.0 5.2 

Domestic water heaters 1066-01 379.9 409.6 7.8 11.5 
Electric water heaters 1066-0101 367.0 N/A N/A N/A 

Non-electric water heaters 1066-0114 236.0 251.1 6.4 9.7 
      

Warehousing, Storage & Related Services 32-1 107.1 106.6 -0.5 4.4 
      
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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