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PCA Perspectives:

Cement Outlook: Turnaround
Signals Return to Sustained Growth

he U.S. cement industry is poised to embark 
on an unprecedented period of sustained 
growth that is expected to begin with modest 
gains in 2010. The growth, which could last 

for decades, is being driven by a perfect storm of 
factors that are increasing demand for concrete as a 
highly sustainable, cost-effective building material for 
a wide variety of uses including roads, bridges and 
both residential and commercial buildings.

Among the factors driving this demand are:

$787 billion economic stimulus bill signed 

infrastructure investment will be fueled by the 
demands of a growing population and an aging 
infrastructure, creating an ongoing imperative 
to improve, renovate and expand the nation’s 
bridges, roads, buildings and highways.

building materials. Concrete, because of its 

durability, energy efficiency and ability to 
withstand disasters, is expected to experience 
an increase in demand driven by the movement 
toward green buildings and a need for longer-
lasting roads requiring less maintenance.

short-term investment to build an asphalt road 
was less than the cost of building a concrete 
road—even though concrete enjoyed a significant 
cost advantage over the life of the road. However, 
in 2009, that short-term advantage disappeared 
completely—accelerated by an increase in the 
cost of asphalt—and concrete is now not only a 
more durable solution for building roads, it is also 
a less costly solution both for the long term as 
well as for the initial investment. 

The expected turnaround in demand and 
consumption of cement is coming at a time when 
the industry can really use a jump-start: Since 
reaching its peak in 2005, cement consumption 
has declined by about 45 percent, and the actual 
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decline in usage represents the worst volume 
decline in the industry’s history.

The decline, however, will bottom out in 2009 
and begin to turn in the other direction in 2010. The 

association for cement companies in the United 
States and Canada, predicts cement consumption will 
increase by 5.2 percent in 2010, the first year-to-year 
increase since the middle of the decade. 

Beyond that, demand is expected to expand to 
a greater degree in 2011 and 2012 and beyond.  

growth in demand for cement will be sustained 
consistently for several generations, attaining 
record-high levels of consumption.

When Will The Stimulus Be A Stimulus?
Between 2005 and 2009, the consumption of 

cement in the U.S. declined by approximately 54 
million metric tons. This was caused by the economic 
downturn and resulting decline in overall spending on 
construction, both private and public. 

While many in the industry had hoped the impact 

happened. The main culprit has been bureaucratic 

September highway outlays represented a mere 8.9 

that this spending figure would have been reached in 
June or July. 

impact, funds are now starting to be released at a 
quicker pace. Outlays in September, for example, 

quickened pace, however, the cement industry is not 
likely to see much benefit until the end of 2010, due 

to lag time in getting projects started, as well as the 
likelihood that the early projects will be dominated by 
highway preservation activities such as resurfacing. 

than five million tons of highway cement consumption 

overall increase of 16.5 percent increase in cement 
consumption in the U.S. versus 2010 levels, with 
another incremental 14.5 percent increase in 2012.

Focusing on Sustainability

the U.S. market for cement, the industry will also 
benefit from the increasing emphasis on sustainable 
construction in the United States. Concrete is often 
recommended as a building material of choice 
because it is durable, energy efficient and more 
disaster-resistant that other building materials. 

a variety of steps to enhance the applicability of 
concrete as a sustainable material and to also reduce 
the environmental impact of cement production. 
Today, the cement industry accounts for less than 3 
percent of U.S. industrial carbon dioxide emissions, 
well below other sources such as the petroleum 

to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 10 percent 

innovative steps this year, including. 

Concrete Sustainability Hub. The first project, 
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is designed to identify and quantify the economic 
and environmental performance of concrete 
pavements and buildings compared to other 
building materials.

buildings that sets new standards for high-
performance building construction with an increased 
emphasis on safety, security, property protection 
and disaster recovery. This ordinance is available 
free to state and local jurisdictions and enables them 
to establish a mandatory, enforceable building code 
for the construction of sustainable buildings. 

Paving’s New Reality

acknowledged the need to invest in improving the 
infrastructure for roads and highways, there is also a 
growing scrutiny on state and local officials to spend 

financial pressure, which may get worse as entitlement 
expenditures expand with an aging population.

The new reality in the paving industry is that concrete 
has become a far more efficient and cost-effective 
building material than asphalt for the building of roads, 
not only as a long-term investment, but also as an 
initial investment as well. The costs of asphalt have 
risen dramatically in recent years – within the past year 
asphalt prices have increased by 23.1 percent while 
concrete has only grown five percent, according to the 
Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics.

The result of this paradigm shift is that concrete 
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is a much more viable building material that asphalt 
for the building of roads—not only is it more durable, 
longer lasting, and less expensive to maintain over 
the longer term, it is also less expensive as an initial 

for one mile of standard two-lane roadway, concrete 
now enjoys an initial bid advantage of $82,000 versus 
asphalt, according to calculations made using DOT 
paving cost software.

Within the next five years, the gap will continue 
to widen, so that by 2015 the initial bid advantage 
of concrete versus asphalt will be approximately a 
half a million dollars for one mile of standard two-
lane roadway. This would represent a cost savings of 
approximately 41 percent. By the same measure, the 
gap between asphalt and concrete based on the life-
cycle costs of the road will grow to more than $730,000 
in favor of concrete, a difference of 45 percent.

Long-Term Sustained Growth
While 2010 will signal the beginning of a 

turnaround in the demand for cement in the U.S.  a 
variety of economic, demographic and political factors 
would seem to indicate that the demand cycle will 
continue to grow and expand for several generations. 

consumption will reach an unprecedented 192 million 
metric tons in 2035, an increase of more than 150 
percent versus the 75 million metric tons used in 

tons in 2005, the 2035 figure represents an increase 
of more than 50 percent.

demand will be due to pressures placed on the nation’s 
finances and infrastructure caused by a population 
that will not only be growing larger but will be growing 

older as well. By the year 2032, the U.S. population 
is expected to reach 363.5 million, which would add 
approximately 49 million drivers and 58 million vehicles 
to the nation’s highways. Just to maintain current levels 
of congestion, we will need 400,000 additional lane 

the next five years to bring our current highway system 
to acceptable conditions. 

While this type of sustained growth is generally a 
good thing for the cement industry, it could also lead 
to supply shortages if plant capacity is curtailed in any 

on foreign imports, which is generally counter to 
current policy and public opinion for most industries.

Planning For The Future
The past few years have been challenging for the 

much of the industry was investing in aggressive 

led to market imbalances, excess inventory, sporadic 
furloughs and plant shutdowns. There is also concern 
that harsher emission standards could have a negative 
impact on plant expansions and plant capacities. 

over the past three years will give way to a 
sustained period of growth, creating consumption 
requirements that will reach previous heights by 
the middle of the next decade, and then continue to 
grow from that point on. 

The keys to that growth are not going away:

growth as well as for infrastructure improvements.
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to support a growing and aging population in the 
United States.

materials that support sustainable solutions.

more cost-effective solution than asphalt for the 
paving of roads.

The bottom line is demand will increase for a variety 
of reasons but, in the end the main reason comes 
down to this: The inherent value of concrete as a 
durable, economical and sustainable building material 
that will be at the foundation of the nation’s efforts to 
build a sound infrastructure for now and the future.
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