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First Cut

Riding Out the 'Perfect Storm'
As 2020 comes to a close, the metals market is facing rising prices and tight capacity across all 
products. It is a situation that could last until early 2021.
 
Call it the continued effect of the COVID-19 pandemic. As Mike Hamilton, Ryerson’s Vice President, 
Corporate Supply Chain, describes, “Due to the speed of the shutdown in the second quarter, the 
industry was forced to drastically reduce its on-order position and inventory."
 
Peter Brown, Ryerson’s Director of Supply Chain, describes 2020 as having a ‘perfect storm’ of events 
that has led us to this point:









At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in late March, in anticipation of much lower demand levels, 
mills took capacity offline at dramatic rates in a matter of weeks.
Throughout the year, mills struggled with labor issues due to the pandemic, and in certain cases, 
outages, strikes, and lockouts occurred.
Import offers in 2020 were less competitive compared to historical pricing due to trade restrictions, 
tariffs, and other trade issues.
Raw material costs rose throughout 2020 and currently remain high.

 
Service center inventory levels began to right-size through Q2 and Q3. However, most mills are 
currently running at historically high past-due rates for the orders on their books.
 
Which brings us to now, with lead times pushed out drastically across all metals (see page 4). 
Hamilton believes the impact of this dramatic reduction in capacity, along with improved demand, will 
impact the supply chain for the better part of the first two quarters of 2021.
 
Brown concurs, saying, "We expect steel availability to remain very tight through Q1 2021. However, 
we expect that to begin to correct as more capacity comes into the industry as announcements have 
been made to bring significant capacity back on-line in conjunction with brand new capacity in Q1/Q2 
2021, and more competitive imports expected to start arriving in late Q1."

Looking for Answers on What to Expect in 2021?
Join us on January 21, 2021 for the ENGAUGE 2021, Ryerson’s FREE 

digital conference bringing customers and metal experts together to 
guide strategic planning for the new year.

Check out the agenda and register for free at engauge.tv

Featured sessions 
include a special mill 

panel with 
representatives from 

three leading U.S. 
mills.

http://www.engauge.tv/


U.S. GDP (%) 11.01 2.25 1.66

Durable Goods Orders (US $
million)

240,769 237,751 241,557

Crude Oil (US $/barrel) 45.3 35.8 55.2

U.S. Auto Sales (millions of
units)

16.2 16.3 16.6

PMI (Purchasing Managers'
Index)

57.5 59.3 47.2

Latest
Period

Prior
Period

Change Prior
Year

YoY
Change

 
Sources: Atlanta Fed, U.S. Census Bureau, The Institute for Supply Management, Bloomberg

One Big Number

The Institute for Supply Management’s (ISM) PMI (Purchasing Managers’ Index) averaged 
51.5% over the past 12 months—slightly above the number that ISM considers its benchmark 
for growth (50%).
 
However, this isn’t to say that 2020 was a year of ‘growth’ in manufacturing. In fact, according 
the Metals Service Center Institute, the metal service center industry is down 12.5% year-to-date 
through October compared to last year.
 
Instead, the 12-month average from ISM could be more indicative of an industry that has 
rebounded well from the initial shock in demand caused by the COVID-19 pandemic earlier in 
the year.
 
Unpacking the latest PMI reading (57.5%), while it’s below the previous month’s mark of 59.3% 
(which was the highest reading since September 2018), it was the second highest reading of the 
year and roughly 6% higher than the 12-month average.

51.5%
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Material Movers

Ending the Year in Tight Supply







Welcome to the club, stainless steel. Cold-rolled stainless steel, which encompasses standard 300 
series grades in common finishes like 2B, polished, BA, 2D, tempered, and rolled-on, has joined 
aluminum and carbon steel in the category of tight supply to close out the year.
 
What is meant by tight supply? 
Cold-rolled stainless steel is on ‘allocation’ by leading mills NAS and OTK through Q1 2021. What 
that essentially means is these mills will continue providing close to the annual average tons per 
month to suppliers (like Ryerson), but there would be no guarantee to fulfill the request for 
additional tonnage in the near term.
 
What is causing this constraint? 
 A few factors have converged, creating the current situation:

At the mill: In addition to the factors stated above, there are fewer mills producing cold-rolled 
stainless steel. For instance, ATI announced it will shut down their DRAP 60” wide line while 
reducing its production of 48” wide cold rolled products, focusing instead on specialty products 
like nickel.
Overseas: Like aluminum and carbon steel, stainless steel continues to feel the impact of lighter 
imports due to Section 232 quotas and tariffs. This means that while inventory may be available 
in high-production regions like Asia, it is not cost effective due to the import premium on such 
products.
In the field: Demand continues to escalate, driven in large part by markets like consumer 
appliances and automotive. After months of depressed activity, these markets are once again 
ramping up production and placing even greater strain on the supply chain.

 
Lead times for these products are extending out as far as mid-to-late March 2021.
 
What does it mean for you? 
Tight supply doesn’t necessarily mean no supply. But communication is key. Ensure your sales 
representative knows your current needs as well as any anticipated changes in your forecast.

ALUMINUM
Domestic sheet: 10-18
Domestic plate: 8-13

Off-shore sheet/plate: 15-22
Extrusions: 5-20

CARBON
Hot rolled: Inquire
Cold rolled: Inquire

Coated: Inquire
Plate: Inquire

STAINLESS STEEL
Cold rolled: 9-12

CMP: 4-5
PMP: 4-12
Long: 7-10

Lead Times
(in weeks)



LME Aluminum 0.9276 0.8385 0.8029

Midwest Aluminum
Premium

0.1299 0.1211 0.1557

Midwest Aluminum Ingot 1.0575 0.9596 0.9586

Latest
Period

Prior
Period

Change Prior
Year

YoY
change

Busheling Scrap 355 307 267

Iron Ore 123.6 117.2 83.8

Capacity
Utilization

70.6 69.7 80.4

Latest
Period

Prior
Period

Change Prior
Year

YoY
change

For daily updates, check out the 'What's 
Trending' page on The Gauge. 

 
Sources: LME, CME, Calculated

 
Sources: Bloomberg, CME, American Iron & Steel Institute

Aluminum

Carbon

LME Nickel 7.2724 6.8746 6.2006

304
Surcharge

0.7083 0.6672 0.7698

316
Surcharge

0.9542 0.8906 1.0581

Latest
Period

Prior
Period

Change Prior
Year

YoY
changeStainless

Sources: LME, NAS

https://www.ryerson.com/resource/the-gauge/whats-trending

