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Interview with Craig Pirrong, Ph.D. 
Professor of Finance, University of Houston and the Energy Markets Director for the Gutierrez Energy Management 
Institute, U.S.A. 
 

 
 

Dr. Craig Pirrong, Professor of Finance, University of Houston and the Energy Markets Director for the Gutierrez Energy 
Management Institute, lecturing on manipulation in the commodity markets. 
 
 

Craig Pirrong, Ph.D., is Professor of Finance, University of Houston and the Energy Markets Director for the 
Gutierrez Energy Management Institute.  In this interview, Professor Pirrong discusses how he originally 
became involved in commodities and how his career has evolved.  As an academic expert on commodity-
market debacles, Pirrong also comments on the coverage of the FTX scandal.  In addition, he provides his 
thoughts on how the liquefied natural gas (LNG) export market from the U.S. will evolve.  He concludes 
with advice to current students and young professionals in the commodities markets. 
 
How did you become involved in commodities, and how has your career evolved? 
 
I worked at an FCM [futures commissions merchant] while a graduate student, but exclusively in financial 
futures (mainly Treasuries).  The summer after I started in academia after a stint in consulting (I left the 
FCM on 19 October 1987--a story in itself) Ferruzzi cornered the soybean market in Chicago.  One of my 
colleagues at the University of Michigan had started a think tank and approached the CBOT [Chicago Board 
of Trade] with a proposal to study what had happened and what proactive steps the exchange should take.  
The CBOT accepted the proposal, and knowing that I had worked in futures, my colleague asked me to 
participate.  I said I had never done anything in commodities per se, but I was game to learn.  And so some 
crazy Brit traders working for a crazy Italian company are responsible for launching my career in 
commodities. 
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From there, one thing led to another.  Topical issues (e.g., the Metalgesellschaft fiasco) attracted my 
attention.  And working on manipulation and with the CBOT on redesigning its corn and soybean contracts 
got me interested in how exchanges are organized, governed, and operated.  So I did several articles on 
that.   That research raised issues regarding competition between exchanges, so I wrote on that.  A very 
zig-zag career/research progression, but there is a logic to it, and in the process I have written on pretty 
much every major commodity group--except meat.  But ultimately it all goes back to Ferruzzi.   
 
You are the foremost academic expert in commodity-market manipulation; how did you decide to 
investigate this storied area of the commodity markets? 
 
The focus on manipulation was a direct result of my work on Ferruzzi.  I found that the academic literature 
on the subject was poor, to say the least, so it seemed like a fruitful subject to investigate.  There are many 
fascinating aspects to the subject--economic, legal, regulatory, historical--so I explored all of them.   
 
What are you focusing on now in your academic research? 
 
Right now I am still focusing on manipulation, including trade-based manipulation as well as market power 
manipulation.  I am also continuing my work on the theory of storage, and just wrote a paper on learning 
by doing in the shale sector.  Nearing the end of my career, I am planning to write a monograph on 
manipulation that will hopefully incorporate and express all of the things I’ve learned on the subject in 30+ 
years.  Dr. Pirrong’s Opus, as it were. 
 
Which of your case studies is your favorite, and why? 
 
The Ferruzzi article, “Detecting Manipulation in Futures Markets: The Ferruzzi Soybean Episode” 
(American Law and Economic Review, 2004) is my favorite, and has been my most influential.  
“Manipulation of the Commodity Futures Market Delivery Process” (Journal of Business, 1993) is a 
theoretical paper that has served as the analytical foundation for subsequent empirical research.  
 
How do you think the LNG export market from the U.S. will evolve? 
 
In my opinion the U.S. LNG industry will continue to grow if regulatory policy permits.  Especially with the 
disruption of gas supply from Russia, Europe will need substantial LNG supplies for years to come, and 
Asia’s growth will also generate increasing demand for LNG.  As a politically stable, geographically central 
supplier with a massive low-cost resource base, the U.S. will be at the top (or at least 2nd) of world 
suppliers.  The main risk to U.S. LNG--and to LNG generally--is climate policy and the resulting hostility to 
fossil fuels.  However, I think that economic reality means that despite this hostility, gas will be an essential 
fuel for decades to come.  
 
Based on your professional experience in studying numerous financial debacles, do you think the coverage 
of the FTX scandal has been sufficiently skeptical? 
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The SBF trial has unleashed the critics and skeptics--Michael Lewis excepted :P1.  But the skeptics are 
johnny-come-latelys who were far too worshipful of SBF and FTX during its (brief) heyday.  I was one of the 
few people who criticized his direct clearing/real time MTM [mark-to-market] model--which was greeted 
with enthusiasm by most of the industry.  That is when the skepticism was needed but was sorely lacking. 
 
What advice would you give those students and young professionals who are interested in pursuing a 
career in the commodity markets? 
 
Regarding career advice, I am reminded of the old joke: “Want to make a small fortune trading 
commodities?  Start with a large one!”  Kidding aside, commodities are incredibly fascinating, and I 
encourage students and aspiring professionals to pursue--or at least consider--a career in the area.  The 
thing that has always attracted me to commodities is that unlike financials, the fundamentals are more 
transparent and standard economic tools can be used to analyze the commodity markets.  It is an area 
where getting a very granular understanding of a particular commodity or market--specifically, the details 
of the “transformations” in space, time, and form--is essential.  So, my advice would be:  (1) build a strong 
foundation in economics, especially microeconomics/price theory, and (2) take a deep dive into a 
particular commodity or commodity group.  The devil is truly in the details.  An analytical framework plus 
deep factual knowledge is essential to success in any aspect of the commodity markets. 
 
Thank you, Professor Pirrong, for the opportunity to interview you in the CID!  
 
 

Endnote 
 
1 :P is an emoticon for lightheartedness. 


