Conference report

USA quietly positive about recovery
Participants at the American Institute for
International Steel conference were quietly confident that the worst of the recession is over. Among the topics discussed
at the annual event was China’s steel
industry and the impact of its exports on
the USA, protectionism and whether the
USA was a net exporter of steel.
By Manik Mehta*
Delegates at the American Institute for
International Steel’s (AIIS) annual conference were more optimistic about the market,
in contrast to last year’s downbeat mood.
However, a year on and many at the
November 9, New York, USA jamboree were
unable to say with certainty that they were
over the worst, with many preferring to use
the cautionary term ‘probably’ when they said
that the recession was ending.
Steel consumers were looking for signs that
it was ‘business-as-usual’. There was also a
much-debated impact of China’s role for the
global steel consumers and producers.

a matter-of-fact manner, highlighting the various tasks it performs.
Not many in the steel industry knew that
the ITC, which has handled disputes concerning the steel trade, comprises six commissioners with three from the Republican and
three from the Democrat parties. The commissioners are confirmed by the US Senate.
However, the chairmanship of the ITC
rotates between the political parties every two
years and it is the president’s decision to designate the chairman.
“The Commission remains fair and neutral,” Pearson added.

Disputes

Hansen’s address, entitled ‘Exporting for
Fun and Profit’, dwelt on steel exports which
he described as ‘sporadic’. Though vague, the
term suggested the unsteady nature of steel
exports from the USA.
Atti Schmidt, executive vice president of
Nucor Trading USA, started his presentation
by retracing the history of trading, going back
to the times of Egyptians, Phoenicians,
Greeks and Romans.
“Trading of steel and steel products is fairly
new and only began after the Second World
War. Steel products such as wire rod, merchant bars and A120 pipes were imported
into the USA in the early 1960s from Western
Europe and Japan, countries which had just
rebuilt their destroyed steel industries,”
Schmidt said.
This historical perspective by Schmidt provided an interesting overview of the evolution
of the steel trade. He said most large steelproducing nations are exporting at least 10%
of their production overseas while some, such
as Japan and South Korea, even more than a
third of their production. “It enables them to
keep prices somewhat stable in weaker times
by selling their products outside of their
home market. Lately, some of the CIS countries have joined the 1/3 club,” he said.

Contrary to the widespread notion among
many steel industry representatives, the antidumping and countervailing duties are determined by the Department of Commerce,
which tries to ascertain whether steel imports
are being sold at unfairly low prices. The petitions are filed with the ITC. The anti-dumping duty is used against firms that sell products at ‘less than fair value’ whereas the
countervailing duty is imposed to offset government subsidies.
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Argentina are going through tough political
overseas engagement as a ‘win-win situation’
times and may not have the need for
for the company and its shareholders.
increased imports, countries such as Chile,
Ferriola said that American manufacturing
Peru and particularly Brazil are enjoying sigjobs are at their lowest level. Manufacturing
nificant growth rates. “With the soccer world
jobs pay more than jobs in the services sector
cup in 2014, the Olympics in 2016 and the
and, as such, cannot be replaced by services
discovery of large offshore oilfields, Brazil is
jobs.
looking at much larger imports (of steel) than
“The real unemployment and underemployment rate is much higher at 17.5% comthey already have now,” Schmidt said.
pared to the official 10.2% unemployment
But what does this and other current facrate declared by the government,” he said.
tors affecting the steel industry mean for
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Ferriola also called for safeguards and urged
“For steel traders, the outlook may not be
as bright. Imports average about 20Mt during the US administration to create a “level-playing field in which we can compete in a fair
the last 10 years, most of it handled by steel
traders. Imports are likely to be around 15Mt manner.” China, he said, used a number of
this year and based on most economic foremeasures to protect its industry. Cheap
casts for the USA, I cannot see import figures labour was not the vital issue here, he said,
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because steel production is not labour intendecrease,” Schmidt predicted.
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handling their export business through their
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Independent steel traders as well as ‘mill
China extends subsidies to its industry,” he
traders’ such as Nucor Trading have to evolve added.
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mills need to learn more about how to handle US a net exporter?
One question participants debated was
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whether the US steel industry had indeed
But the financial crisis in the US has also
become a net exporter, as claims the AIIS.
had a major impact on the steel industry. The
The AIIS arrived at this conclusion after
AIIS event in 2008 stood under a cloud of
financial and economic gloom. “The economy reviewing the steel trade figures for August
was on the verge of collapse and the financial 2009. But many disputed these figures and
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imports in August had created a ‘statistical
Grieco, the first vice president of Bank
trade surplus’, a development which may not
Leumi, described the situation in 2008.
happen soon. If the ‘surplus’ claims of the
But the stimulus packages have helped the
AIIS are true, then this would have been the
economy move forward. The financial situation, Grieco said, is better now than last year. first time in the US steel industry’s history.
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giving loans. “They were inactive last year but 2008. US steel output fell by 45% compared
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Iron & Steel Institute (AISI), the steel protoday and economic recovery has begun.
However, job creation continues to be a chal- ducers’ industry group.
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steel exports exceeded imports. Indeed, the
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AISI contends that the August figures showed
In a hard-hitting keynote address John
a trade deficit of 175kt of steel. US exporters
Ferriola, Nucor chief executive, highlighted
shipped 800kt of steel in August 2009 comthe company’s push into foreign markets.
pared to 707kt in July 2009, a 13.1% increase,
With exports accounting for 10% of its busibut a 40% decrease compared to August 2008.
ness, Nucor has a built up huge workforce in
According to year-to-date figures, exports
22 countries.
decreased 40.5% compared to 2008, from
Ferriola said growth in the Middle East and 9.1Mt in 2008 to 5.5Mt in 2009. I
Africa constituted only a fraction of that of
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tions in South America, Trinidad and Italy.
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have Nucor offices. He described Nucor’s
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