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Steel the Material of Choice?
Presentation By OneSteel

CEO and Managing Director
Bob Every

Good afternoon, and welcome to my presentation this afternoon.
Today I am going to approach the topic of Steel the material of
choice by putting the proposition that steel really is the material
of choice.
The theme of this year’s ASI conference assumes that people
whether they be the general public, the investment community, 

our
customers or the industry around the world want steel to be the
material of choice. 
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Steel – The Material of Choice?

• Steel and our stakeholders

– General public, customers,
employees, suppliers

– Shareholders

• Steel in the Global context

• Steel as the material of choice for
Australia in the future 

The way I am going to pose the question is to share with you the
view towards steel from a number of points of view, including 
our stakeholders which encompasses the general public, our 
customers, suppliers and employees and the investment 
community.  I will also look at steel in its global context and 
examine some of the successes of where steel has been used as 
the material of choice.

In this way I will build the picture that the steel industry in 
Australia is sustainable from the point of view of social, 
environmental and economic parameters.
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Steel and our Stakeholders

• Environment and Climate Change

• Steel is the Most Recycled Material

• Employment

• Health and Safety

The Australian steel industry has reduced the greenhouse gas emissions 
associated with steel-making by the order of 15% since the early 1990s, 
driven predominantly by the closure of iron and steel-making in Newcastle 
in 1999. The industry has therefore  contributed towards achieving the 
Kyoto target of 108% of 1990 emissions by 2008 to 2012 period.
In addition, OneSteel has invested around $100 million in environment-
related projects over the last decade and we will continue to invest 
significant amounts going forward.
In my view if we are to be successful in pursuing strategies such as 
increasing the intensity of steel in multi-level and residential buildings, 
then as an industry we have to strengthen our image. 
This shouldn’t be too difficult if you consider facts such as steel is the 
most recycled material on the planet.  In excess of 2 million tonnes of cold 
ferrous feed is used in Australian steel-making.
This represents around 25% of Australia’s total raw steel output.
Added to this of course is the significant scrap usage of the foundry 
industry. In 2001 over 435 million tons of steel were recycled around the 
world and more than 25% of a steel can contains recycled material. But I 
would hypothesise that if you asked the average person in the street, they 
wouldn’t realise that the car they drive or the bus they ride on to work has 
a lot of recycled steel in it.   
In Australia the three listed steel companies employ around 24,000 people.  
They are estimated to pay wages of approximately $1.53 billion and 
around $87 million in payroll taxes.
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Good Safety is Good Business
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When I addressed this conference in 1995, I challenged the
industry to collect data on safety performance and to target
improvements.  Since then there has been a fivefold improvement
in safety.  
However if you look at the second graph which compares the
national performance against that of OneSteel, it is clear that 

much
more work can be done.
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Steel and our Stakeholders

Steel is part of our lives – in more ways than you know
• The spring wires in your mattress are made from steel
• Steel pipes carry the water for your morning shower
• The suspension components in your Australian car are

made from steel, as is the cord that holds together the
car’s tyres

• Driving to work you’ll pass bridges and buildings made
from steel and drive over pipes that supply fuel and 
communication cables

• At the end of the day, your children may be enjoying  
themselves on playground equipment made from steel

The fact is steel is part of our every day lives.

When you woke this morning, the spring wire in your mattress 
was mostly likely manufactured in Newcastle.  As you headed for 
the shower, the gas giving you piping hot water probably 
travelled across the country in steel pipes.

As you open the door to your Australian-made car, chances are 
you’re riding on suspension components made from special grade 
steels, not to mention your tyres which are more than likely held 
together with steel cord.

As you travelled here you would have passed buildings and 
bridges made from steel and driven over steel pipes supplying 
fuel and communications cables across the country.

For those are you with young children, it is more than likely that 
they use playground equipment that is made from steel.

During the course of some branding research that OneSteel 
undertook over the last year, part of which was devoted to what 
the general public thought of steel, it was evident that steel is 
widely recognised as being integral to daily life.

The research showed that 84% of the general public thought steel
was important in terms of everyday life. There was a general 
recognition that steel was a product that touched everyone and 
was important for helping people get through their day. 
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Steel and our Stakeholders

• Around 85% of people thought steel was important or very important 
in terms of everyday life and in terms of the economy

• Steel is beginning to break out of its 19th century image  and is now  
regarded as a versatile, lightweight material well suited to modern
architectural applications

• However, the steel industry itself is still seen as industrial and black

• The challenge for the industry is to modernise its image so that it can
reinforce the current positive image towards steel as a material of 
choice

Furthermore, 85% of people believed steel was important to the 
economy.  Therefore, as industry participants, we have a 
responsibility to live up to the general public’s strong perceptions 
towards our industry in terms of its contribution to our 
community.

Interestingly, steel is breaking out of its 19th century image and 
being viewed as a versatile, lightweight material which can be 
used effectively in modern architectural applications.

However, while steel as a material is seen as modern, the industry 
which supplies steel is seen as being quite industrial and black, 
rather than the highly technological and sophisticated industry 
that it is today.  For example, when we take members of the 
investment community through our plants they often comment on 
the lack of people on the shop floor and on how everything is 
managed out of air-conditioned control rooms.  Technology has 
improved to the extent that we can draw steel down to the 
thickness of a human hair to make cord for radial tyres. Yet the
general public’s view of the steel industry is one very much 
developed last century where people manually handled steel and 
the use of technology was rather basic.

So the challenge for the industry is to modernise its image so it 
can reinforce the current positive image towards steel as a 
material of choice.
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Steel and our Stakeholders

The OneSteel Community 
Giving Program

I would like to digress at this point to announce an initiative 
which OneSteel will be launching over the next month – the 
OneSteel Community Giving Program.

In recognition of the strong community support OneSteel 
receives in the areas where we operate, and the high significance 
placed on steel in terms of everyday lives and the Australian 
economy, we have developed a program aimed at supporting 
those communities.

The program has been developed by OneSteel staff selecting 
those causes and associated charities which they believe are 
significant contributors to their local community. Staff will have 
the opportunity to contribute to the causes through their pre-tax 
pay while the company will match their contributions. 
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Steel and our Stakeholders
• Child and Youth Welfare

• The Aged

• Mental Health

• Environment & Animal Welfare

• Emergency Services

• Cancer Research

• The Blind

Some of the causes we will be supporting include child and youth
welfare, the aged, mental health, animal welfare, emergency 
services, cancer research and the blind.
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Steel and our Stakeholders

The charities that will receive assistance include the Smith 
Family, the Salvation Army, Care Australia, the Royal 
Flying Doctor Service, the Australian Cancer Council, 
Alzheimer’s Australia, Hunter Medical Research Institute, 
RSPCA, Landcare, Lifeline, Westpac Rescue Helicopter 
and Guide Dog’s Australia.
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Steel and our Stakeholders

• Many steel producers around the world struggling –

from 1974 – 2000 the average return on capital was 6%
• Australian steel industry has undergone massive

restructuring
– Newcastle steelworks closed

– Three focused publicly-listed steel companies

• Australian steel companies are low on the industry cost     

curve and they are creating value

I would now like to turn to the topic of whether the Australian and 
international investment communities see steel as an investment of 
choice.

I think all of us here today would agree that a healthy steel industry is in 
all our interests. As many of you would be aware many steel producers 
around the world are struggling as a result of world oversupply of steel, 
making it impossible for them to return their cost of capital. In fact it is 
only 18 months ago that 33 US steel producers were in Chapter 11 prior 
to the US introduction of safeguard measures

The Australian steel industry has undergone massive restructuring with 
the closure of the Newcastle Steelworks and the public listing of 
ourselves and BHP Steel in the last three years.

Compared to overseas Australia’s market is relatively rational, with a less 
fragmented market of three producers.  Furthermore Australian steel 
companies are low on the industry cost curve and they are creating value. 
I regard value as being created in two ways.  Firstly in terms of total 
shareholder returns, in the last financial year the three listed companies 
generated over $1.3 billion in share price gains and dividends. Secondly, 
as I mentioned earlier, the three steel companies employ approximately 
24,000 people and are estimated to pay wages in the vicinity of $1.53 
billion and around $87 million in payroll taxes. 

With a relatively favourable market structure and the amount of 
shareholder value they are creating, one could assume steel investments in 
Australia would trade at a premium.
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Steel and our Stakeholders

• Australian steel companies still trade at a  
discount to other industrials

• Investment market’s view is determined by:
– Decade of declining pricing

– Steel not seen as a growth investment
rather a cyclical play

– Global perception of underperformance

The fact is Australian steel companies trade at a discount of between 20 to 
30% on the stock exchange compared to other industrial companies.  This 
is despite the fact that in Australia all three major steel producers create 
value in that they earn greater returns than their cost of capital -
something that is unique to Australia.  Between 1974 and 2000, 
international steel companies have produced an average return on capital 
of around 6%  compared to a cost of capital of 10%.

We recently surveyed investors to ask them why thought Australian steel 
companies should trade at a discount. Their response was that over the 
last decade they have seen steel prices decline relative to the CPI and 
other industrial products.

They also did not see Australian steel companies as growth stocks but 
rather as cyclical investments.

I believe we have started to shift the thinking a little in terms of these 
market views as people understand the Australian steel industry structure 
and model.
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Steel and our Stakeholders

• Pricing initiatives successful over the last year

• Each of the listed steel companies continues to 
improve the efficiencies of their business

• We are seeing some success in increasing steel
intensity in multi-level buildings

I stood before you last year and said that as an industry, if we are to grow 
and prosper into the future we have to improve industry pricing. As many 
of you in this room are aware steel prices have moved up against the CPI 
over the last year for the first time in a decade. 

Much of this increase was associated with increases in costs such as scrap 
and hot rolled coil, which have increased by over 40% in the last 12 
months.

Each of the producers continues to improve the efficiencies of their 
business by driving out costs and increasing productivity.

We are seeing some success in growing the share of steel usage in multi-
level buildings – a strategy which is essential to growing the domestic 
steel market.   
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Steel and our Stakeholders

• To change the market view towards steel 
companies we will need to:
– Demonstrate we can continue to improve 

performance in the industry
– Improve the profile and reputation of steel

generally with the public

I believe that to change the investment market’s view towards steel we 
will need to demonstrate that we can continue to improve performance in 
the industry.  I believe great strides have been achieved over the last three 
to five years particularly now that we have three focused publicly listed 
steel companies in Australia.

I also believe that to have steel companies trade at the same level as other 
industrial companies on the stock exchange it is incumbent on steel 
companies to build their profile and the reputation of steel with the 
community.

Sometimes it can be hard to manage these two in parallel.  For example 
although the closure of the Newcastle steelworks was necessary to 
improve the industry’s performance, it left a community scar which takes 
a long time to heal.

As I noted earlier, the general public understands the significance of steel 
to their lives.  Now we have to demonstrate that we are worthy of their 
support.  
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Steel in the Global Context

Are we witnessing a sea 
change in steel being the 
material of choice on the 

international front? 

I would now like to focus on steel in the international context.

OneSteel recently undertook an international roadshow of the investment 
community. At every port of call they were asked the same question: 
“What do you think is happening in China?”

Is the increasing demand in China driving a sea change in steel being the 
material of choice on the international front?

I noticed on the program a lot of people are talking about international 
steel – it is very much the topic around the world at the moment, and 
China is the focus of that discussion.  
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Steel in the Global Context

Industrial Production Growth in the 1990s
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I would like to take a few moments to demonstrate to you why this 
conversation about China is taking place. This series of slides was 
presented by Macquarie Bank at an international conference in March this 
year. 

The graph shows China’s industrial production growth over the last 
decade. It has grown by an average of 15% per annum compared with 
other Asia at 6%, the US at 4%, Europe at 2%, Japan at zero and Eastern 
Europe at negative 12%. 
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Steel in the Global Context

Source: IISI

World Steel Consumption by Region
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This graph demonstrates consumption of steel since the 1950’s. China is 
represented by the yellow colour on top of the chart. 

By 2002, China’s steel consumption was 200 million tonnes of steel, one 
quarter of the world’s consumption. Australia consumes roughly 6 million 
tonnes, less than 1%.
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Steel in the Global Context

Source: Macquarie Research

World Steel Consumption and GDP Per Capita, 1950-2010
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What is the impact of these trends on world steel?

This graph demonstrates world per capita consumption of steel since the 
1950s.

There are three distinct phases. First 1950s to 1973 – Unbridled Optimism 
with the rebuilding of Asia/Europe after WW2.

New applications in home appliances that became widely adopted.

1973-1994 – “Death” of the Steel Industry with collapse of Former Soviet 
Union  - Oil price rise induced recessions and downsizing a period of 
declining intensity of steel use.

1990-1993: collapse in East European demand with massive fall in steel 
use in former Soviet Union.

In 1994 we are back to growth with China now dominating?
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Steel in the Global Context

• So what does this all mean?

– We may be entering a new period of growth 
in international steel – the first time in three  
decades 

– It potentially will change the balance in the
industry from over to under supply  

So what does this mean for international steel?

We may be entering a new period of sustained growth for international 
steel for the first time in three decades.

It has the potential to change the balance in the industry from one of 
oversupply to one of undersupply. This has huge implications for
international steel if we get it right.

The risks are that too much capacity is built to meet the supply or that 
China’s demand suddenly slows down and tapers off.

Only time will tell whether steel once again becomes the material of 
choice internationally.  
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Steel in Australia

How to grow the 
Australian steel 

market?

I would now like to turn my attention to how we grow the Australian steel 
market.

If we as an industry are going to grow the Australian steel market then we 
have to look at new ways of applying steel to existing applications 
whether they be buildings, roads, bridges etc.

As I mentioned last year, one such area is steel intensity for multi-storey 
buildings. In the UK steel intensity in multi-storey buildings accounts for 
over 60% and in the US over 50%. In Australia steel intensity accounts 
for less than 5%. If we can get this number to 25% there would be 
demand for another 55,000 tonnes of steel. 

I believe we are starting to make some minor progress in this area with 
high steel intensity multi-level building activity increasing with the likes 
of the Queen Victoria Building in Melbourne, the Latitude 2 building in 
World Square in Sydney and the Rhodes Shopping Centre development at 
Homebush Bay. 
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Steel in Australia

Two Opportunities

• High-rise steel intensity

• Steel intensity in residential
construction

This year I would like to make mention of two opportunities – not just 
growing steel intensity to 25% of all multi-level buildings in Australia –
but increasing the use of steel in low-rise, that is, residential buildings.

The experiences of Paris and the UK give us some confidence in 
increasing steel intensity in multi-storey buildings.
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Steel Intensity in High-Rise Buildings
Steel in Paris

• Ten years ago hardly any buildings in Paris
utilised steel construction

• Now steel intensity in Paris buildings is around
32%

• There are estimates that 50 to 60% of larger
projects (20 to 30 thousand square metres) are
now done in steel 

Ten years ago in Paris, hardly any buildings were constructed from steel.

According to Peter Terrell, the principal of Terrell International and a 
member of the Council of the Steel Construction Institute in the UK and 
of the Consultative and Development Committee of the Centre Technique 
Industriel de la Construction Metallique, steel intensity in Parisian 
buildings is now around 32%.  He estimates that 50 to 60% of larger 
projects are now done in steel.

And while on an international roadshow earlier this month, I noticed that 
one of our major customers is constructing a huge building of steel in 
London.
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Steel Intensity in High-Rise Buildings

Some lessons from Paris and the UK

• Taking a holistic approach

• Get involved early in the planning 

• Maximise the advantage of steel where design
can allow it

Late last year, Peter Terrell visited Australia and imparted some of his 
experience in Paris.  Currently we have Richard Barrett from Barrett Steel 
Buildings in the UK doing the same thing.  To get increased steel intensity in 
building steel companies must take a holistic approach and get involved in the 
planning up front with the building engineers.  By approaching design efficiently 
and demonstrating the time and real cost savings of using steel, as well as 
features like sustainability, future proofing and larger column-free usable space, 
we should be able to follow the path of success experienced in Paris and the UK.

Australia has a long history of constructing multi-level buildings with concrete 
and I am not advocating replacing reinforcing steel.  In fact our target market 
with steel is in longer spans where pre- and post-tensioned concrete have made 
substantial inroads. By the way, structural steel composite construction has a 
greater reinforcing steel intensity than pre- and post-tensioned concrete.  

What I am advocating is the efficient use of composite structural beam and 
reinforced steel concrete solutions to ensure the advantages of both building 
methods can be combined to deliver our customers a better overall solution. 
Ultimately this can only be good for the industry as a whole.

As steel companies we have investments and alliances with a whole range of 
building solution providers: structural steel; steel decking; and reinforcing steel.  
To be seen as credible by designers and developers we need to access this talent 
and offer a choice of solutions.  Our steel distribution and reinforcing channels to 
market both offer fabricated steel to the construction industry. And its good to 
see the reinforcing industry invited to this year’s convention to help give us a 
broader view of steel in Australia.  The opportunities to maximise profit and the 
innovative use of steel demand that we should take a wider view of steel 
solutions in buildings.  The experts from all parts of our industry need to work 
together more to enhance steel as the material of choice 
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Steel in Residential Construction
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The second opportunity I would like to highlight is the potential for 
increased steel use in the residential sector.  

At last year’s IISI conference, Donald Moody, General Manager of
NuconSteel Corporation, a Nucor company, gave an overview of an 
industry initiative to increase the use of steel in residential construction in 
the US. The AISI formed an alliance in 1998 that was committed to 
enabling and encouraging the widespread, practical and economic use of, 
and preference for, light gauge steel framing in residential construction.  
The aim was to achieve penetration of light gauge steel framing products 
equivalent to 25% of the total residential market in tons.  

The graphs show the results of the campaign up to the end of 2000.  In 
1997 just 97.4 thousand tons of steel were used in site-built residential 
construction.  By the end of 2000, usage had almost tripled to around 
275,000 tons.
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Steel – the Positives

There are many positives:  we live in an environment that is full of 
potential

• Steel is a US$400 billion industry worldwide

• Steel usage is growing at 2.3% pa and is predicted to increase

• Steel is increasingly being used in construction as a substitute for other
materials

• Steel is an indispensable product that is used everywhere

The potential is unlimited

As Sir Brian Moffatt, Chairman of the ISII, highlighted in his opening 
address at the international conference last year, steel is a US$400 billion 
industry worldwide and steel usage is growing at an annual rate of 2.3%.  
With the growth in Chinese demand, this growth rate is predicted to 
increase.  The examples of France, the UK and the US demonstrate that 
steel is successfully being used in the construction industry as a viable 
substitute for other materials.  This underpins the fact that steel is 
indispensable and a product that is everywhere.
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Conclusion

• Steel has had some hard times over the last three
decades but in recent years Australian steel
companies have created value

• Its relevance to society today is as strong as it
was 30 years – and the general public recognises 
that fact

• We as an industry have to do things smarter and
more efficiently if we are going to ensure steel
remains the material of choice

In terms of some concluding comments:

Steel has had some hard times over the last three decades both 
internationally and domestically.

Nevertheless, as far as the general public is concerned, steel is as relevant 
today as it was 30 years ago.

We as an industry have to do things smarter and more efficiently if we are 
going to ensure steel remains the material of choice.  
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Conclusion

Challenge to ASI

Launch a marketing campaign “Australian Steel is 
Good and Sustainable”

I would like to end by challenging the industry association to co-ordinate 
a marketing campaign supported by its members under the banner 
“Australian steel is good and sustainable”
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