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The stainless steel market in the world is has been extremely volatile recently. While this affects prices of stainless steel, it also negatively influences the stainless steel business practices. Many stainless steel companies will only guarantee a price for only 5 or less days. The prices of stainless steel have generally increased as the surcharges for 304 and 316 stainless steel have gone from $0.16 and $0.24 in 2003 to $0.66 and $1.58 in July 2005. This increase in price of stainless steel is connected to several factors including the rising demand in the United States, Europe, China, and Korea, the increase in cost of raw materials, particularly nickel, the closing of several major manufacturers, and the rising cost of production, namely increasing cost of transportation, energy, and wages.


China is currently the world’s largest importer of stainless steel, with France in second. However, during the first 8 months of 2005, China’s imports climbed 19.4% while France’s imports dropped 11% when compared to the first 8 months of 2004. China is currently 16th on the list of the world’s largest stainless steel exporters, but their exports jumped 29% in the first 8 months of 2005. China is expected to become the world’s largest producer of stainless steel in the world within 5 years.

In 2004, global output of crude stainless steel increased 7.5%, which was exceptionally far ahead of consumption growth. This imbalance caused warehouses to overflow and prices to weaken. Data also shows that orders of the nickel-bearing 300 series decreased by 4.4% in 2004 while the sales of the nickel-free 400 series jumped by almost 21%. This trend follows the trend of the increase in nickel prices, showing how heavily influential the nickel market is on the stainless steel market. Projections for the market are a rise of less than 3% to 25.3 million metric tons in the production of stainless steel and a long, slow decrease in nickel prices.
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