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Steel: If U.S. protectionism emerges, 
where will buyers source? 

While steel is already the most guarded U.S. product domestic buyers are becoming increasingly worried 

that additional protectionism will lead to shortages.  However, IHS Markit doesn’t anticipate a complete 

ban of steel imports. A more plausible scenario reveals tariffs yielding tight supplies and boosting near-

term prices.  Even with increased tariffs there remain attractive sourcing alternatives from countries not 

impacted by the protectionism. 

The election of Donald Trump gives a boost to an already strong trend towards protectionism in the U.S. 

steel industry. A series of anti-dumping (AD) and countervailing duty (CVD) decisions were implemented 

in 2015 and 2016. There were appeals against some of these decisions on the grounds that they were 

excessive. Now steel buyers are wondering if those appeals are doomed, and if further protection is 

looming. In this article, we’ll focus on one product, cold rolled carbon sheet, and examine possible 

impacts of the new administration on this market. 

Sheet steel is one of the most widely-used products, from auto bodies to appliances to conversion into 

cans and pipe. In 2016, Chinese exports of sheet to the United States were hit with 532% duties – 266% 

anti-dumping (the Chinese are selling surplus to the US at below cost) and 266% countervailing duties 

(the Chinese are subsidizing steel companies). This means that if a ton of sheet steel costing $500/metric 

ton is sent to the United States from China, the landed cost will be $3180 ($500 + $2680 penalties and 

duties). As chart 1 below shows, exports of sheet steel from China to the United States dropped to near 

zero in late 2016 as a result of these tariffs. 

Chart 1 

 

The question now arises for steel makers and steel buyers: what happens if similar action is taken against 

the other steel-producing countries? If all imports drop to zero, will there be enough capacity in the United 
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States to meet domestic needs? What other plausible scenarios exist, and how might they play out? 

While these questions are speculative, some educated conclusions can be drawn. 

The harshest possible scenario is that all imports of steel are excluded from the United States. In this 

case domestic steel companies could supply the market at 2016 levels, but just barely. History shows that 

prices tend to rise sharply when utilization exceeds 88%. At 93% utilization – and absent the threat of 

imports – prices would rise extremely sharply and stay high. 

        Table 1 
        US supply of steel in 2016 

Domestic production 86 

Imports 30 

  Total 116 

Domestic Full Capacity 124 

Spare capacity 5 

   % Utilization 93.5% 
All data are in short tons (2,000 pounds). Domestic data source American Iron and Steel Institute, imports source United States Department of 

Commerce. 

Two problems immediately arise. First, if domestic construction and manufacturing expand then demand 

could exceed the aforementioned 124 million tons per year.  The goal of proposed infrastructure spending 

projects and re-shoring of manufacturing is to elevate demand, so this is a legitimate concern. 

Chart 2 

 

More importantly, almost no manufacturing can consistently run at 95% utilization for prolonged periods. 

This is like running a car near the red line – the harder it runs, the more likely it is to break. For the steel 

industry a practical sustained maximum production would be closer to 91%.  This scenario yields a 

practical maximum tonnage of 113 million tons, which is less than the 2016 total of 116. And as Table 2 

indicates the total of production plus imports exceeded 113 million tons every year since the great 

recession, and equaled or exceeded the absolute maximum 124 million tons in 10 of the past 17 years. 
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Table 2 

Total steel supply in the United States 
Data are in millions of short tons 
Highlights denote years where total steel equaled or exceeded 2016 US capacity 
 

 
Production 

             
Imports 

          
Total 

Import   
share of 

total 

2000 111.0 35.5 146.5 24.2 

2001 98.9 26.9 125.8 21.4 

2002 101.0 30.0 130.9 22.9 

2003 100.7 20.5 121.2 16.9 

2004 108.6 32.6 141.2 23.1 

2005 102.8 27.8 130.6 21.3 

2006 108.6 39.3 147.9 26.6 

2007 108.2 26.7 134.9 19.8 

2008 100.7 23.7 124.4 19.1 

2009 64.3 12.2 76.5 15.9 

2010 88.8 19.7 108.5 18.1 

2011 95.1 23.1 118.2 19.6 

2012 97.8 26.3 124.1 21.2 

2013 95.9 25.8 121.6 21.2 

2014 97.2 37.3 134.5 27.7 

2015 86.9 33.0 119.9 27.5 

2016 86.5 29.8 116.2 25.6 

 
 
Chart 3 
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There are potential offsets as well. Some mills have been permanently closed, lowering the recent 

available capacity. Fairfield Works in Birmingham was closed last year, removing 2.4 million tons of 

capacity. A restart adds to the domestic capacity level. Yet there are other facilities such as Sparrows 

Point that have been demolished and can never be brought back.  

Rather than exclusion of all imports, a more realistic scenario would affirm all existing actions with 

incremental marginal actions added. Recent appointees to trade positions are steel industry insiders with 

a very anti-import history. As additional requests for anti-dumping and countervailing duties are filed, the 

rulings have an increased chance of a positive finding. In other words, protection of the domestic steel 

industry is already high, and is likely to get even stronger.  

For buyers who wish to import sheet steel it is crucial to understand the status of trade cases. Anti-

dumping and countervailing duties cases are very specific – targeting a particular product from a 

particular country, and often from a particular company. Many products already have orders in place. The 

United States, India, Europe, and others have all imposed duties in recent years. 

A look at current US orders shows three practical levels of protection – effectively barred, unfavorable, 

and low enough that imports are viable. A partial table of margins on hot rolled sheet shows the wide 

variability, but also shows potential for imports from countries not covered. Please note that these tables 

are subject to constant revision as trade cases are filed, granted, and appealed. 

Table 3 

Hot rolled carbon sheet AD/CVD margins in the United States as of February 16, 2017 

Exclusionary 

China 532% Also on 532% on cold rolled and coated 

Brazil 44.4% to 45.4% 19.6% to 35.3% on cold rolled 

 
Unfavorable 

United Kingdom 33%  

Australia 29.4% No margin on cold rolled or coated 

 
Low or none 

Taiwan None  

India None  

Japan 5.0 to 7.5% by company The margin on Japanese cold rolled is 71.4% 

Netherlands 3.7%  

Korea 4.61 to 9.49% by company Much higher on cold rolled and coated 

Turkey 4.15 to 6.77% by company  

 
Keep in mind that this listing is not exhaustive. In fact, as of February 2017 the United States has 103 

different orders in place for iron and steel mill products. However this table is a good indication of how 

widely protectionism varies. Imports can be purchased at competitive prices but it takes diligence on 

behalf of buyers to find them. Two good resources to search for anti-dumping and countervailing duties 

actions are as follows. 

 
United States: https://usitc.gov/trade_remedy/731_ad_701_cvd/investigations.htm 

The actions are under the “Orders” link. 
Europe: http://trade.ec.europa.eu/tdi/ 

 

https://usitc.gov/trade_remedy/731_ad_701_cvd/investigations.htm
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/tdi/
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Conclusion 

The steel industry is already the most protected sector of the United States economy, and it is likely that 

more protection will be sought in the coming years. This represents a challenge for buyers. The more 

countries and products facing tariffs the lower the availability of imports, and almost certainly the higher 

the price for such products. 

A complete exclusion of imports would likely result in shortages as domestic capacity could barely meet 

2016 needs and would be insufficient to meet U.S. demand from over half of the years since 2000.  This 

exhaustive exclusion, however, is not a very likely scenario.  A more realistic scenarios shows domestic 

steel buyers should generally be able to source tons, the question then becomes where and at what 

price. Whether specific products face prolonged shortages is a deeper topic that requires additional 

analysis. 
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