
Construction supply chain:
A new strategy 

Material escalation - National average

Currie & Brown expects building materials to 
experience an extreme demand shock in 2020, causing 
prices to decline by roughly 3.5 percent before slowly 
recovering in 2021.

Minor delays, major uncertainty
Prior to the coronavirus outbreak, roughly 30 percent of US building materials 
imports came from China, the first country to shut down its economy in early 
2020. China owns between 3 and 5 percent of all global manufacturing output 
per year, and buyers who rely on China’s cheap prices have highlighted 
the risk of being dependent on a single-source supplier. According to the 
latest survey from the Associated General Contractors of America (AGC), 
nearly 25 percent of job sites reported delays due to construction materials 
or equipment.  As many projects are still in a period where the majority of 
materials and equipment were purchased and delivered ahead of the crisis, so 
far this has resulted in only minor delays and disruption of the supply chain.  

Supply chain management became an even bigger issue as the coronavirus 
rapidly spread across the US, shutting down ports and shifting all focus to the 
transportation of PPE. Uncertainty around when these ports will reopen and 
the transportation of materials will ramp up is impacting heavily on projects 
that have exhausted their existing inventory or are about to complete. Even 
when the transportation of materials does return to normal, the construction industry will be competing for supplies with 
every other industry across the US that has had to shut down because of the virus. In the long term it is expected that 
buyers will no longer restrict themselves to one supplier. 

Shift in demand ahead
Most projects that started before the 
virus took hold will be completed as 
economies begin to open. However, 
any plans for new projects to break 
ground in 2020 and 2021 will be 
reconsidered in light of a brand-new 
economic landscape. Cuts to business 
investment will result in deteriorating 
demand for building materials and will 
result in depreciating prices. IHS Markit, 
a leading global data provider, is already 
forecasting building material prices to 
drop 4.5 percent year over year in the 
second quarter. 

Building materials that are sourced 
globally and used in other industries will 
experience a more substantial decline 
than others. Lumber, used for many 
different purposes, is forecast to drop 
20 percent in 2020. Prices for rebar and 
aluminum, which were already expected 
to decline slightly before economies 
shut down, is now expected to decline 
drastically by 15 percent. In contrast, 
items produced locally and used only in 
construction, such as concrete, will hold 
their price.

“Nearly 25 percent 
of job sites reported 
delays due to 
construction materials 
or equipment.”
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