
Positions & PerspectivesAmerican Concrete
Pavement Association 

Availability of Highway Materials for 2021 Construction Season

May 19, 2021 – As the 2021 construction season gets fully underway, prospects remain bright for an influx 
of new funding for infrastructure, including highways, streets/roads, and airports. Questions have arisen as 
to the industry’s capability to meet current demands, as well as additional demands should more highway 
construction revenue become available through federal legislation.

The production and supply capacity for the key material in concrete pavement is adequate to meet any long-
term demand for concrete pavement production with an anticipated expansion of infrastructure investment. 
For the concrete paving industry, supply chain availability of two primary paving materials is key to meeting 
project demands: portland cement and steel for dowel bars and reinforcing. While there are presently 
factors causing tightness in the market for both products, these are considered temporary. These temporary 
challenges are expected to even out long before increased surface transportation funding is passed into law, 
appropriated to states, and is available for projects over a multi-year period. 

Steel

Looking in greater detail at the availability of steel in 2021 and its impact on the concrete pavement market, 
there are several important considerations:  

Steel Price Increases
• Manufacturers have reported that a constraint in the primary supplies of scrap metal is a factor currently 

affecting the market in some locations. Steel is a global commodity, but in the U.S. most of the steel 
products used in construction are derived from scrap. Supplies of scrap steel are under high demand. While 
materials have been generally available for the manufacturing of steel components of concrete pavements 
(e.g. dowel bars, tie bars, basket assemblies, plates, wire mesh and deformed bars for continuous 
reinforcement) and manufacturers have built some inventory, prices have been affected. To date, bulk steel 
prices have increased on four occasions in 2021. Steel experts1 expect the increases to continue through 
2021 and then start to decline sometime in 2022.

Rod and Wire Availability
• Tightness in the availability of rod and wire is also a current steel product supply factor. Steel rod is made 

in rod mills and sold to dowel manufacturers as an upstream part of the supply chain. Rod can be drawn 
into wire. Both rod and wire are needed for manufacturing of typical concrete pavement dowel basket 
assemblies. 

• Wire mesh used to reinforce odd-shaped panels or other jointed reinforced slabs is also in short supply 
at the present time. Manufacturers order steel rod to draw wire for pavement mesh, but under present 
shipping limitations, the supply chain is being affected (shipments are irregular). This has led some 
manufacturers to limit quoting contractors for new work involving mesh.

• Availability of deformed reinforcing steel may be constrained in some locations.  At the onset of the 
construction season manufacturers are reporting that No. 3 and 4 deformed bars are in short supply at the 
steel mills. 



Epoxy Materials Availability
• The winter storms in Texas impacted a major manufacturing plant for the epoxy used in the manufacturing 

of dowel bar adhesives. In addition, the standard green epoxy for coating bars may end up in tight supply 
during the 2021 construction season. Most manufacturers have epoxy supplies in stock, but replenishment 
of these supplies may be slow and an impact on production and availability of epoxy-coated steel paving 
products may be felt at some point during this construction season.

Transport and Trucking
• The availability of trucks and drivers to both receive raw materials and haul fabricated steel products 

to paving job sites is a current challenge cited by manufacturers. Manufacturers have reported they are 
having a difficult time getting trucks to pick up and deliver products, such as reinforcing bars and dowel 
basket assemblies, and the manufacturers are paying significant premiums to overcome the current 
logistical challenge. A current rise in fuel costs is also factoring into the increase in shipping costs.

To date, steel manufacturers have been able to cope with these market conditions and continue supplying 
projects without significant disruption during the start of the 2021 construction season. As more projects get 
underway, tightness in the steel market may cause some manufacturers/suppliers to alter delivery schedules. 
In general, contractors should expect it to take more time for raw steel materials to work their way through the 
manufacturing and extended delivery issues. Contractors are advised to: 1) be prepared to receive fewer trucks 
per delivery rather than securing all the fabricated steel products needed for a project up front, and 2) work 
through their local ACPA Chapter/State Associations on communicating with state agencies for specification 
alternatives or relaxation of contract requirements if supply issues unduly affect project schedules. Contractors 
are also encouraged to communicate with their steel product suppliers about these temporary constraints in 
supply and trucking.

Cement

Looking in greater detail at the availability of portland cement in 2021 and its impact on concrete pavements, 
there are several important considerations

Production Plant Issues
• Some manufacturers have indicated that their inventory of cement for the 2021 season has been slightly 

reduced due to higher demand than expected coupled with production adjustments they made with 
unknowns in the demand during 2020 (through the pandemic).

• Harsh weather conditions forced production plants to close in Texas during early 2021, affecting current 
cement supplies in the South-Central U.S. region. 

• According to Globalcement.com, tightness in regional supplies of cement in the Southwestern U.S. are due 
to the suspension of natural gas exports from Texas, which has affected cement production plants that 
normally supply significant tonnage to that region of the U.S. 

• According to Portland Cement Association information, tightness is expected to affect more than a regional 
area and may include as many as 25 states. Thus, geographic-related challenges, such as in the South 
Central and Southwestern US, are part of a temporary, but broader scale challenge.

Production Plant Issues
• Bulk transport of cement over land by rail was hampered by weather delays in many regions of the country 

during winter and early spring, although these effects are evening out as the 2021 construction season gets 
fully underway.

• Shipping-related issues have hampered transport of cement by sea in 2021, decreasing the availability of 

Page 2



Original ly publ ished: 5/2021

imported cement for the total construction market (the supplies of US-manufactured cement are being 
strained as a result). As demand for bulk container ships evens out after the pandemic, these logistical 
conditions are also expected to even out.

ACPA is aware of concerns for the availability of cement for paving projects on a wide, but regional basis. 
However, to date we have not heard that any central mix paving projects have been impacted directly. In some 
regions ready-mix companies have been placed on a restricted supply basis. During this temporary tightness 
period, paving contractors are encouraged to:

• Communicate with their cement suppliers earlier than normal about their projects and work in advance on 
scheduling their cement needs,

• Work with their ACPA Chapter/State Associations on communicating with their respective state agencies to 
introduce more flexibility for changing cement sources after a project mixture has been approved, and

• Support the use of Portland Limestone Cement (Type-IL) for use in paving, thereby providing another 
option for material and moving further toward the other sustainable benefits these cements provide.

The long-term view is that current demand for cement across all segments, including concrete paving remains 
well under the total industry capacity in the U.S. Based on figures reported by Portland Cement Association, 
U.S. cement consumption is roughly two-thirds the total industry cement production and import capacity. Of 
the roughly 100 million metric tons of cement consumed in the U.S. annually, about 30 percent is used in the 
highway, street and airport paving markets, leaving plenty of room for growth.

Although no one can predict the future, ACPA and its member companies that fabricate steel products and 
manufacture portland cement are confident in the outlook for 2021 and beyond. While some adjustments 
are being made, fabricated steel and portland cement suppliers are managing through this current tightness 
period with their respective materials. Industry experts view the situation as temporary and expect to see both 
prices and deliveries related to these dynamics retreat at some point in the future.
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