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tons of steel of steel is now sold annually 
via this platform, with 12 mt sold since 
inception, and that the site’s success is due 
to transactions being “conducted at fair & 
market-determined prices... (customers)  
know that they can reach a large community 
of steel buyers and steel sellers, very 
efficiently & conveniently. On the platform, 
they also have access to market information, 
detailed inspection reports of materials, 
financiers and logistic service providers to 

EDITORIAL COMMENT

On-line steel trading is back on the agenda. So 
much so, that the rebar market in Shanghai is 
these days dominated by on-line trading, which 
has pushed out the physical traders, and it’s not 
uncommon to see an ad for a trading platform 
at the back of the driver’s seat in a taxi. India’s 
mjunction Services (originally Metaljunction), the 
world’s largest electronic marketplace for steel, 
offering primary and secondary steel and other 
steelmaking raw materials through e-auctions, is 
recognized as having played an important part in 
boosting transparency in domestic raw materials 
sales, in a world when accountability, regulation 
and standardization are gaining importance. In 
Europe, where e-trading has been slower to take 
off, steel distributor and service center Klöckner 
& Co is self-confessedly aiming to become the 
“Amazon of steel”, with plans to conduct at least 
50% of its trade via e-platforms by 2019. On-line 
steel trade platforms abound, particularly in 
Asia, where MySteel, Steelhome and SteelOrbis 
have built up a considerable clientele. China’s 
Alibaba, the world’s biggest internet sales site, 
sells varied steel products, is simple to use and 
has possibly become the world’s most important 
forum for tinplate sales.

It hasn’t always been that way. In the 
1990s, when several parties first tried steel 
e-commerce, the market wasn’t ready and 
the need for special handling for some steel 
products, or large tonnages, dogged this kind 
of trade. Even now, the US and much of the 
European Union, with the notable exception of 
Germany and Austria, are lagging behind in the 
steel e-commerce stakes, due to the innate 
conservatism of the steel industry, its wish 
to protect the status quo and concerns over 
unemployment, not to mention the desire to 
haggle over prices. But a new onslaught into 
digitalization in the steel trade can no longer 
be ignored. EU steel stockholders’ association 
Eurometal says the majority of steel distributors 
and service centers in the region are adopting 
a “wait and see” attitude on e-commerce, but 
confirms this will be on the agenda at its World 
Steel Distributors’ and Service Centres Summit 
in Dusseldorf in May. Globalization and continual 
improvements in information technology make it 
look increasingly as if steel e-commerce is here 
to stay and will, albeit gradually, start taking a 
bite of the market.  — Diana Kinch

Mills and distributors launch e-sales systems with low overheads, 
complementing a growing number of specialist on-line platforms for steel

Steel e-commerce – set for 
a resurgence?

(continued on page 2)

Since the late 1990s, relatively few major 
steel e-commerce businesses have 
survived more than a few years at a time 
and enjoyed success. Some of these, like 
India’s mjunction, a joint venture between 
steelmakers Steel Authority of India (SAIL) 
and Tata Steel,  have become internationally 
well-known, even though the primary 
function of such sites and platforms, like 
more traditional distributors, is to serve their 
domestic or regional markets. Mjunction’s 
CEO Vinaya Varma says 1.5 million metric 

Galvanized coil at Essar Steel, India:  Essar is one of several Indian steelmakers now offering on-line steel trading 
services to clients.
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WHAT IS... BENCHMARKING?

A technique whereby the best practices and/or 
achievements in the most successful companies 
or organisations are used by others in the same 
sector to measure their own performance and 
to identify areas and means of improving their 
procedures or processes in order to achieve 
similar results.

As it applies to pricing, a benchmark price is one 
which is agreed between a prominent seller(s) 
and buyer(s) which is then used by others 
operating in the same market as a reference for 
their own pricing.

Premiums or discounts may be applied to the 
benchmark  price to account for any variations 
from the reference product.

take care of their requirements – pre & post 
sales.”

Others, like the US’ Metalsite, and 
Europe’s Steel 24/7 flopped, in the latter 
case perhaps because it attempted to bring 
steel from competitor works ThyssenKrupp, 
Arbed, Aceralia, Usinor and Corus together 
in one platform. Growth among the 
survivors, mainly in Asia, has been relatively 
slow and these still account for a tiny 
fraction of overall steel sales.

According to steel industry consultant 
Marcel Genet of Paris-based Laplace Conseil, 
growth in this sales area was slow for many 
years because “buyers such as automotive 
already had some form of EDI (Electronic 
Data Interchange) and small buyers were not 
yet sophisticated enough.”

But now two new phenomena are 
occurring. Firstly, as Genet puts it: in more 
recent years “China further changed the 
game and was much more ready to use 
e-commerce, so gradually the traditional 
western steelmakers and steel transformers 
opened up.” Secondly, a significant 
number of individual steelmakers and 
distributors worldwide are setting up their 

Steel e-commerce – set for a resurgence?
...from page 1

own electronic sales mechanisms, possibly 
to keep up with on-line retail shopping 
fashions, in addition to cutting costs and 
saving on order processing times: in some 
regions e-orders are said to have cut 
inventory turnover time by one third.

However, while e-commerce is said 
to increase price transparency – which in 
theory makes markets more democratic – 
it’s clear that this is not always what steel 
customers want. However efficient and 
modern steel companies may become and 
however globalized price trends are, many 
customers still wish to maintain the right 
to bargain. “People like to haggle on steel 
here, even though they wouldn’t get more 
than 10% off list prices if they’re lucky,” 
said one UK rebar and flat products trader. 
Personal contacts and trust are also cited 
as important: perhaps for this reason buyers 
in the UK, many European Union countries, 
in Turkey, the US, Latin America and even 
Japan are reluctant to join in the steel 
e-commerce spree. Assurance on the quality 
of logistics on an e-order is also key. Steel 
e-commerce may be suitable for higher-
value products and small and light volume 

orders where transport and storage issues 
may be easily resolved, says Eurometal, the 
European Federation of Steel, Tubes and 
Metals Distribution & Trade. “For customers 
of distributors and service centers logistics 
is part of the sale: some products need 
special handling equipment and this might 
be a brake on e-commerce of steel,” said 
Eurometal president Georges Kirps. Here 
Platts’ editors and correspondents take a 
look at steel e-commerce in countries with 
growing e-interest. — Diana Kinch
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China: steel e-trade being used throughout supply chain

In China, trading steel electronically 
has become so ubiquitous that it is 
not uncommon for one to see an ad 
for a trading platform at the back of 
the driver’s seat in a taxi. E-commerce 
platforms permeate the supply chain, 
be it those that are business-to-
business, business-to-consumer or even 
consumer-to-consumer.

Steelmakers, notably Baosteel, Jiangsu 
Shagang and Hunan Valin, operate their 
own online platforms to sell steel. Domestic 
information providers like Mysteel and 
SteelHome have also set up platforms to 
broker transactions.

Still others have jumped on the 
bandwagon in a frenzy to attract private 
equity investment and eventually launch 
an IPO. The better known platforms are 
Shanghai-based Zhaogang.com, Nanjing-
based fgoods.com and ggang.cn in Beijing, 
but based on industry estimates, the 
number of platforms in existence stood at 
more than 300 as of the end of 2015.

While not all the platforms disclose the 
trading volumes they handle, the top five 
platforms handled over 120 million mt of 
steel last year, according to a May report 
by the China Federation of Logistics and 
Purchasing.

E-commerce platforms for steel have 
driven considerable change to China’s steel 
trading landscape, notably having reduced the 
significance of the role that traders play.  In 
Shanghai, rebar trading used to be handled 
by traders, who bought from producers in 
neighboring provinces like Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
and stocked them in the city for resale. Today, 
rebar trading in Shanghai is dominated by the 
trader-cum-platform Zhaogang.com, displacing 
many other competitors.

E-commerce platforms have crunched the 
average turnover period for steel inventories 
to 10.3 days from 30 days traditionally, Lang 
Yongchun, an official at Zhaogang.com told 
The Economic Daily newspaper. 

— Dai Yuelin and Keith Tan

Germany & Austria: mills, distributors make onslaught on steel e-sales

Most major German mills and distributors 
now offer on-line trading. Distributor 
Klöckner & Co currently seems to be 
the most “aggressive” one (see below). 
Thyssenkrupp also aims to increase its 
trading over the internet and is close to 
finalising 10% of its materials sales online. 
“The question is when we will achieve 
30% or 40% of our trading volume through 
online sales,” Hans-Josef Hoss, member 
of the executive board of Thyssenkrupp 
Materials Services, the distribution arm 
of the German steel group ,said at the 
Handelsblatt conference in Düsseldorf 
earlier this year. Thyssenkrupp Materials 

Services in April started up an online retail 
shop, called Materials4Me, for the German 
market.The online portal’s catalogue offers 
11,000 products to small businesses and 
end-users in small batches and standard 
sizes. Thyssenkrupp’s digital roll-out has 
also included the introduction of portals 
for existing customers in the UK and Spain, 
Benelux countries, Denmark, Sweden and 
Switzerland.

Franz Rotter, chairman of Austria’s 
Voestalpine, told Industriemagazin mid 
year that he considered on-line trading 
would replace direct trading for standard 
types of steel products. “In highly 

standardised segments, with clearly defined 
specifications, digital trading will replace 
direct sales almost completely,” said Rotter 
in an interview with the Austrian publication, 
adding that classic selling processes will 
still continue for products configured for 
particular uses.

Voestalpine has implemented a 
prototype process at its trading arm Böhler-
Uddeholm in Germany, which synchronises 
orders for precision flat steel placed via 
internet with processes at voestalpine. 
According to Rotter, orders with the 
prototype process account for 30% of total 
sales revenue in the segment.

Recent upheavals in the steelmaking 
and distribution sectors are seen as having 
encouraged start-ups in steel e-sales. 
Germany’s Mapudo has since early this 
year offered an online market platform 
where end-customers can buy directly 
from different stockholders. “Our direct 
customers are stockists, Mapudo is 
financing itself through a small transaction 
fee that steel distributors pay directly to 
us. Our indirect customers are buyers 
that use the market place for purchasing 
steel and supplies,” Mapudo co-founder 
and managing director Martin Ballweg told 
Platts. Inspiration for Mapudo sprang from 
the founders’ previous working experience 
in purchasing and distribution departments 
at Thyssenkrupp, Boston Consulting Group 

KLÖCKNER & CO DIGITALIZATION STRATEGY FURTHER ADVANCED

Source: Klöckner & Co conference presentation, June 2016

Launch of quick wins Up-scaling of most promising tools Lead and sustain change

Well on track to achieve ambitious digitalization targets until 2019
Increase of digitally managed revenue to more than 50%
Reduction of Net Working Capital by more than one third

Contract portal and new online 
shop very well received 
by customers

Tools already integrated into 
service platform

Ongoing development of further 
tools by kloeckner.i

First version launched in 
Germany on March 1, 2016

Roll-out in all other countries 
and integration of other tools 
over the course of the year

Integration of �rst competitors 
latest beginning of next year

Cautious change from a margin-
to a transaction-based 
business model

Value creation through 
network e�ects

Repositioning of current business model
Creation of a separate

disruptive business model

STEP 1

Digital tools

STEP 2

Service platform

STEP 3

Industry platform



OCTOBER 20, 2016METALS INSIGHT

4© 2016 S&P Global Platts, a division of S&P Global. All rights reserved.

and RWTH Aachen University. “In our view 
it is the best time for our solution, precisely 
because the market is in a difficult phase. 
For big distributors it is all about cost 
reduction in the distribution of small orders. 
Smaller distributors on the other hand have 
to find how to achieve additional sales 
volumes cost effectively,” said Ballweg. 
Among Mapudo’s customers are small metal 
processors, but also bigger ones such as 
Bilfinger, and international steel distributors.

Klöckner: commitment to digitalization 
as margins grow
Klöckner & Co reported its gross margins 
were significantly up in Q1 2016 to 22% from 
Q1 2015 levels of 18.2% as it pressed ahead 
with digitalization, even as sales decreased 
by 18.4% year-on-year to €1.4billion due to 
lower prices and site closures in Europe. 
This coincided with a significant expansion 
of business with higher value-added 
products and services.

“A Klöckner & Co customer survey 
showed pent-up demand for ERP (Enterprise 
Resource Planning)  systems –especially for 
SMEs,” the company said in a presentation 
on its 2015 results. In this area it has set up a 
partnership with software company Sage to 
enable customers to manage their business 
processes and participate in an online 
automated order process.

Last year the company also brought its 
Platform Klöckner Connect on stream, as 

well as a contract portal – reportedly well 
received by customers in Europe and the US, 
attracting more than 500 customers in its 
early weeks in Germany, Austria and Hungary, 
- opened a new web shop in Germany, hired 
more than 20 digital experts and plans 
the launch of an industry platform via the 
integration of first competitors in 2017.

Klöckner wants to evolve from a classical 
stockholder to a supply chain manager via its 
online tools, which in the end will mean lower 
actual stocks. The company, recently with 
sales of nearly 7 million metric tons/year and 
with locations in 15 countries, has modernized 
its image and plans to become less “physical” 
by working with other stockholders: providing 
the platform but not necessarily the actual 
stock.  CEO Gisbert Rühl said the company 
will look into working more with local, smaller 
distributors depending on the products, 
meaning that there could be “an online 
Klöckner, but not an offline”.

If a customer orders material then 
that material won’t necessarily come from 
Klöckner, explained Rühl at a conference 
earlier this year. “Data exchange is the 
future,” he highlighted.

The CEO said that the distributor is 
monitoring competitors such as Alibaba, 
emerging start-ups and even Amazon’s 
developments closely, and has the 
advantage of established customer 
relationships in the industry. “But we need 
to get more traffic quickly as the advantage 

won’t last forever,” Rühl said. By 2019, the 
stockholder wants to achieve 50% of its 
trading online.

“Cultural change goes hand in hand with 
digital transformation”, Klöckner claims, 
stressing that it is essential to digitally 
enable its employees, as well as to support 
the digitalization of its customers: to this 
end it has opened in Berlin a “co-working 
space for our customers and other SMEs 
attached to klöckner.i.” 

— Laura Varriale

India – mills create platforms: volumes still small

On-line retailing of metals, including steel, 
in India has yet to take off in a big way. It 
continues to be less than 1% of overall sales 
in the country, sources said, even though 
India’s overall steel consumption during 
September rose by 8% on-year to 6.73 
million metric tons, according to the Joint 
Plant Committee.

“On-line steel trading is not popular as 
India continues to be a price-conscious 
market and face-to-face negotiations are a 
vital factor in the country,” an official from 
state-owned Steel Authority of India Limited 
(SAIL) told Platts. Besides, Indian mills are 

wary of making their prices transparent, 
as this increases the risk of aggressive 
negotiation by competitors, the official said.

Another reason why on-line trading 
has not picked up pace is because most 
on-line retailing is in small quantities, from 
as little as 10-15 mt. Large mills do not find it 
feasible to arrange transport for such small 
quantities. Most on-line portals in the country 
trade no more than 10,000 mt/month.

The largest on-line steel trading platform 
in India is mjunction Services Limited. 
Started in 2001, mjunction is currently 
a 50:50 joint venture between SAIL and 

publicly-listed Tata Steel to facilitate on-line 
trade. However, the portal continues mostly 
to be a platform for sales of scrap and 
defective steel material from domestic 
mills and most trade happens through the 
e-auction route. The portal also facilitates 
on-line auctions of iron ore and coking coal 
for local miners.

Mjunction claims to have about 75,000 
sellers and about 100,000 buyers on its platform.

However, most Indian steel majors 
including SAIL, Tata Steel, Essar Steel 
and JSW Steel have also ventured 
into creating their own on-line trading 
platforms to sell their products, as an 
additional sales channel.

GLOBAL STEEL 
MARKETS PODCAST
Iron ore price outlook:  
stabilizing or bumpier  
road in Q4?
Iron ore prices have been going up 
since China returned from its Golden 
Week holiday, but the market does 
not look all that rosy. In this podcast, 
S&P Global editors Hongmei Li and 
Melvin Yeo examine how the surge in 
metallurgical coal prices, as well as 
government policy on excess capacity 
cuts and pollution control, could affect 
the iron ore and steel markets for 
the rest of the fourth quarter and the 
beginning of 2017.

http://plts.co/Y7yu305hJxt

http://plts.co/Y7yu305hJxt
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In 2006, Tata Steel started its own 
on-line retail store, www.steeljunction.
in, to sell products such as stainless 
steel kitchen utensils, steel furniture, and 
modular kitchens.

JSW Steel operates www.steelmart.com, 
an interactive steel trading portal on which 
most steel products are traded through 
e-auctions.

In July 2015, Mumbai-based Essar 
Hypermart, the retail sales arm of Essar 
Steel , launched www.ehypermart.in for 
selling steel products such as rebars, angles, 
channels cutting tools and steel furniture.

Recently, Indian steel mills have started 
exploring consumer retail trading platforms 
like India’s largest such portal Flipkart to 
sell stainless steel kitchen utensils. Steel 
products have been sourced from SAIL’s 
Salem steel plant in Tamil Nadu, which is 
renowned for kitchenware. 

— Charlotte Rao
Steel Authority of India Ltd (SAIL) wire rod mill in India. SAIL is a founder member, along with Tata Steel, of mjunction, 
the world’s biggest on-line steel trading platform. 

Iran – limited success for steel e-trade: except via social media

Electronic steel trading hasn’t really 
taken off yet in Iran, although on-line 
consumer goods websites have been 
in use for around ten years and are 
growing in popularity. Steel on-line retail 
sales, particularly in long products, 
especially beams and bars, have taken 
place in Tehran, Esfahan and Shiraz, 
but haven’t generally been considered 
successful, Mehdi Sarlak, an Iranian 
steel market specialist said. Less than 
1% of the country’s steel is estimated to 
be traded on-line.

A closer look at the steel market in 
Iran gives some clues as to why steel 
e-commerce is difficult. Three major groups 
are active in the construction market: 
landowners, contractors and government, 
with different payment priorities. The 
landowners, who generally wish to build 
residences on tight budgets, don’t wish to 
pay for steel with cash, and therefore tend 
to be restricted to working with traditional 
suppliers. The government entities, which 
are developing social infrastructure and the 
contractors are able to buy steel directly 

from producers or from big traders that 
will tolerate long term payments. While 
domestic debit cards exist in Iran, steel is 
generally purchased  by phone and paid for 
a month later, trust being a major element 
of the buyer-seller relationship in a very 
traditional market.

Due to possible client payment 
difficulties, on-line steel businesses run 
considerable risks and need solid financial 
back-up and as well as support from the 
steelmakers: this makes it trickier for them 
to succeed.

Social network channels have 
however recently become very active in 
the steel market, being used for price 
updates, market news, production 
trends and even for steel purchases. 
Telegram, a very popular app in Iran, is 
the main virtual market for steel, used 
mainly for market promotion.

Some steelmakers are establishing 
modern retail networks including call 
centers and electronic steel distribution 
systems based on CRM (Customer 
Relationship Management) software. 

Telegram social media group with 341 members used to 
buy and sell steel in Iran.
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These networks are backed up with a good 
supplies of both long and flat products and 
also have close co-operation with bank 
and credit companies. Esfahan Steel Co is 
preparing launch of an on-line steel supply 
service.  On-line non-producer websites 
include  www.ahanonline.com  (ahan means 
iron in Persian).

Market analyst Amir Davari believes that 
many avoid transparency in Iran’s domestic 
market. “Some powerful websites have tried 
to develop electronic trade in Iran, even with 
government support, but after a while have 
had to stop operating because traders didn’t 
welcome them. Electronic business means 
more clarity, and probably more tax, and 

traders prefer to find ways to not pay a lot of 
tax,” Davari said.

Still, he believes that while some of 
the currently active on-line steel trading 
websites have a tiny market share at 
present, they do have the potential for 
future growth. 

— Reza Zaer


