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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

For over 60 years, Mead Metals has been a trusted leader in specialty metals,

supplying manufacturers throughout North America with stainless steel,
phosphor bronze, copper, brass, and more. Our decades of experience navigating
government regulations, shifting economic climates, and industry changes have

given us a unique perspective on the evolving metals landscape.

This comprehensive guide distills six decades of industry experience into insights
that help your business cut through the noise, understand what the data really
means, and strategically plan for the future.
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https://www.meadmetals.com/
https://www.meadmetals.com/blog/metal-industry-government-regulations
https://www.meadmetals.com/blog/metal-industry-government-regulations

OVERVIEW

The metals industry enters 2026 at a critical juncture. Economic uncertainty,
tariff escalations, workforce shortages, and supply chain realignment are
converging to reshape how manufacturers source and procure specialty metals.

This guide provides a strategic overview of the forces impacting metal
availability and pricing in 2026, along with practical steps to navigate the year
ahead. Whether you're planning your inventory strategy or evaluating supplier
relationships, understanding these dynamics is essential for maintaining a
competitive advantage.
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UNDERSTANDING TODAY'S
ECONOMIC LANDSCAPE

RECESSION PROBABILITY AND PRICE VOLATILITY

The probability of recession in 2026 stands at 60% according to J.P. Morgan, creating significant
uncertainty for procurement planning. Historically, base metal prices fall by around 30% during
recessions, though milder downturns produce smaller declines — approximately 15% for aluminum
and 20% for copper. (J.P. Morgan)

The World Bank projects the metals and minerals price index to decline 0.9% in 2025 and 3% in
2026, with steepest drops expected for copper, iron ore, and zinc.

The Paradox: While recession may lower prices initially, production cutbacks often create supply
constraints that drive sharp increases when demand rebounds. The challenge is timing your
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inventory strategy correctly.
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https://www.jpmorgan.com/insights/global-research/commodities/aluminum-steel-copper-prices
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/metal-prices-slide-amid-weak-industrial-activity

INTEREST RATES: THE INVISIBLE INVENTORY TAX

Higher borrowing costs have tripled the carrying cost of metal inventory. For
example, at 6% interest rates, holding $500k in material costs $30k versus only
$10k at 2% interest rates — before considering storage and insurance.

The Shift: This economic reality is driving adoption of vendor-managed
inventory, consignment arrangements, and leaner just-in-time approaches — but
only with highly reliable suppliers.

TARIFFS: A NEW ERA OF TRADE POLICY

As of June 2025, the U.S. imposes 50% tariffs

on steel and aluminum from nearly all trading
partners, doubled from the previous 25% rate. In
August 2025, the U.S. Department of Commerce
added 407 product categories to the list of
derivative steel and aluminum products covered
by tariffs.

Key Takeaway: When factoring in tariffs, lead
times, and compliance costs, domestic sourcing
often proves more cost-effective than overseas

alternatives, even before considering price
comparisons.


https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/06/adjusting-imports-of-aluminum-and-steel-into-the-united-states/
https://www.bis.gov/press-release/department-commerce-adds-407-product-categories-steel-aluminum-tariffs
https://www.bis.gov/press-release/department-commerce-adds-407-product-categories-steel-aluminum-tariffs

CURRENT METAL
INDUSTRY DYNAMICS

THE RESHORING WAVE

Nearly 245,00 jobs returned through reshoring and foreign direct

investment in 2024 — the second-highest year on record, according to

the Reshoring Initiative. Similarly, Forbes notes 82% of manufacturers
820/0 have moved or are moving factories back to the U.S., up 55% from

January 2023.

Impact: Increased domestic manufacturing creates surging demand
for metals, straining mill capacity and extending lead times —
particularly for specialty alloys and precision-processed materials.

MARKET CONSOLIDATION ACCELERATES

Private equity-backed acquisitions continue to reduce the number of independent metal
distributors. While consolidation brings economies of scale and technology investment, it also
reduces supplier diversity.

Consideration: Size matters less than service commitment. Evaluate suppliers on responsiveness,
technical expertise, and genuine partnership regardless of their corporate structure.

THE WORKFORCE IMBALANCE

The manufacturing sector is expected to require 3.8 million new workers by 2033, with potentially
1.9 million positions remaining unfilled. Nearly one-third of manufacturing workers are over the age
of 55, with insufficient numbers of younger workers entering the field.

Real Consequence: Workforce shortages directly translate to longer lead times, reduced service
availability, and potential quality variability from your suppliers.
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https://reshorenow.org/april-3-2025/#:~:text=2024%20Reshoring%20Report:%20Reshoring%20and,:%2066%25%20to%2034%25.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/amyfeldman/2023/04/17/manufacturing-execs-see-tighter-credit-tougher-terms-in-wake-of-svb-bank-failure-according-to-new-poll-by-forbes-xometry-and-zogby/
https://www.manufacturingdive.com/news/manufacturing-labor-shortage-2033-deloitte-mi-report-2024/713133/
https://www.quickbase.com/blog/skilled-labor-shortage-crisis-in-manufacturing-and-construction
https://www.quickbase.com/blog/skilled-labor-shortage-crisis-in-manufacturing-and-construction

METAL MATERIAL FORECAST

STEEL: NAVIGATING THE DOWNTURN

The steel market faces downward pressure as overcapacity
meets tepid demand. Hot-rolled coil was forecast at $900 per
ton in Q2 2025, with prices expected to trough mid-to-late 2025
before beginning a gradual recovery. Cold-rolled and coated
products may tighten as mills balance production, with non-
stock gauges potentially facing 8-12 week lead times.

COPPER: THE ELECTRIFICATION PREMIUM

Copper was forecast at $8,300 per metric ton in Q2 2025, but
2026 projections show $10,200-$10,800 per ton, potentially
exceeding $11,500 if green transition initiatives accelerate.

The driver? Electric vehicles use three times more copper than
gas cars, with 20 million EVs projected for 2026 — up from 14
million in 2023. Specialty copper alloys like beryllium copper and
phosphor bronze face particularly tight supply due to limited
production capacity.

~ Stainless pricing remains elevated due to nickel volatility and
limited U.S. production capacity. Non-standard specifications

- may face lead times of 12-16 weeks and allocation issues. The key



https://www.jpmorgan.com/insights/global-research/commodities/aluminum-steel-copper-prices
https://www.jpmorgan.com/insights/global-research/commodities/aluminum-steel-copper-prices
https://wollring-metal.com/blog/copper-price-predictions-for-2026-what-importers-should-expect
https://wollring-metal.com/blog/copper-price-predictions-for-2026-what-importers-should-expect
https://wollring-metal.com/blog/copper-price-predictions-for-2026-what-importers-should-expect

HOW TO PREPARE FOR 2026

RETHINK YOUR INVENTORY STRATEGY

Not all materials require the same level of inventory treatment. Critical

materials with limited suppliers warrant higher safety stock levels, while
commodity materials from multiple sources can operate lean. Long-lead
specialty items may justify forward buying when pricing is favorable and you
have confidence in future usage.

Consider shifting the burden through supplier-managed inventory and
consignment programs — but only with financially strong, committed
suppliers. Build flexibility through rolling forecasts with volume commitments
but quarterly adjustment rights.

PRIORITIZE SUPPLIER RELATIONSHIPS OVER PRICE

In volatile markets, the lowest quote rarely delivers the best value. What

matters: on-time delivery above 95%, proactive communication about
disruptions, technical problem-solving capability, material traceability and
certifications, and a genuine partnership mindset.

Red flags: Unwillingness to discuss supply chain, frequent delivery misses
without notice, inability to provide documentation, or resistance to quality
discussions.

SIMPLIFY COMPLIANCE THROUGH DOMESTIC SOURCING

Domestic supply eliminates tariff exposure, surprise duties, extended
ocean freight, and customs delays. Documentation requirements simplify
dramatically. For government contracts, Buy American Act and DFARS
requirements often make domestic sourcing mandatory — not optional.



THE BOTTOM LINE

Manufacturers who thrive in 2026 will:

* Build relationships with reliable domestic suppliers
+ Balance inventory efficiency and supply security
* Leverage value-added services like material prep, finishing, and in-house shipping

+ View metal suppliers as strategic partners vs. commodity vendors

PARTNER WITH MEAD METALS FOR YOUR NEXT ORDER

Mead Metals brings domestic supply security, processing capabilities,
quality certifications, and decades of expertise to your procurement
strategy. You don’t have to navigate 2026's complexity alone.

Request a free consultation to discuss supply security strategies, cost
reduction through value-added services, inventory partnerships, and how
we support your 2026 production goals.

ETALS, INC.



https://www.meadmetals.com/contact-us

