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China’s demand rush has left its prices so high that imports have become 
increasingly attractive. With China officially a net importer of steel in June, how 
long can this phenomenon last? Will the country still be absorbing global excess 
steel supply for the rest of this year and into 2021? 

China’s focus on its own domestic economy is still boosting steelmakers as they 
are focussed on the key areas where the state has great influence: infrastructure 
and manufacturing. The summer slowdown has proved to be just  blip, while 
expectations for the near term are very strong. 
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China: steel importer 

China has long been an important importer of steel. It was the seventh largest 
importer of steel in 2019 at 15.5 million tonnes. For many years however this was 
driven largely by the import of specific products for processing in manufacturing 
industries, normally by foreign joint ventures. Since late 2019 however imports 
have taken on a completely different flavour, with commodity steel imports 
resulting from open arbitrage opportunities. It is that trend which has now driven 
China to becoming a net steel importer for the first time since 2009.  

Source: Customs, Kallanish (t/month) 

Table 1. Supply and Demand (million tonnes) 

 2019 Jan-Jun 2020 Y-o-y 2020 outlook Y-o-y 

Official crude steel output 996.3 499 1.40% 10008.4 1.90% 

Apparent consumption 894.5 458 4.59% 918 3.00% 

End user demand 894.5 429 1.16% 907.5 2.20% 

Source: Kallanish 

Figure 2. Daily steel production and demand 2010-2020 

Source: NBS, Kallanish Figure 2. First net imports since 2009 
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Total imports are now close to record highs. In June, China imported 4.367 million 
tonnes of finished and semi-finished steel, just off the record high of 4.447mt in 
September 2003. Over the first six months of the year, China’s imports of semis, 
longs, flats and pipes have all increased noticeably. Imports have also increased 
over the same period from most regions. There are some particular trade flows 
however which have been especially important. These include semi-finished 
products from Russia, India and Vietnam, and rebar and wire rod from Malaysia. 
To a lesser extent, hot rolled coil from Korea and India has also increased 
sharply. These markets also split in another way. The flow of semis has been far 
more steady than the import of finished steel.  

The first of these groups, dominated by semis, saw a spike in June, but have 
been strong since late 2019. The import of these products has been forced by two 
factors: the relative strength of Chinese demand and the tight domestic scrap 
market. China’s supply side reforms have born some fruit and, even with real 
capacity higher than reported capacity and companies attempting to bend the 
rules, there is less hidden capacity now which can pick up the slack when ... 
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China: steel importer 

Source: Customs, Kallanish (t/month) Figure 3. Imports driven by key trade flows 

Source: Customs, Kallanish (t/month) Figure 4. Billet import arbitrage open 
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