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World trade growth slower in 1998 af ter
un usu ally strong growth in 1997

The rate of growth in the vol ume of world
mer chan dise ex ports slowed to 3.5 per

cent in 1998, from over 10 per cent in 1997,
due largely to con tin u ing eco nomic con trac -
tion in much of Asia.    

World out put growth slipped to 2 per cent
in 1998, com pared to 3 per cent in 1997. Al -
though trade growth still ex ceeded out put
growth in 1998, it was by a smaller mar gin
than the av er age for the 1990s.  

Ex port growth in 1999 is ex pected to match 
that of 1998, but for this pro jec tion to be re al -
ized, trade growth will have to ac cel er ate dur -
ing the course of 1999. This pro jec tion also
as sumes that slow ing out put growth in the
United States and West ern Eu rope will be off -
set some what by re cov ery in Asia. A faster
than ex pected slow down in the United States or West ern
Eu rope, or slower re cov ery in Asia, would clearly im ply
ex port vol ume growth be low 3.5 per cent in 1999.  

These are among the find ings of the WTO’s first re port
on trade de vel op ments last year and the out look for this
year.  Other high lights in clude the fol low ing:
• Trade con trac tion in Asia has been the big gest fac -

tor in the global trade slow down:  But there has been a 
marked slow down in global ex port ex pan sion through -
out 1998, re flected in the per for mance of all ma jor re -
gions.

• Trade per for mance mea sured in vol ume terms dif -
fered widely among re gions in 1998, par tic u larly on
the im port side: Im ports into Asia fell by 8.5 per cent,
stag nated or fell slightly in Af rica and the Mid dle East,
and ex panded by 7.5 per cent in West ern Eu rope and by 
some 10 per cent in North Amer ica, Latin Amer ica and
the tran si tion econ o mies. Ex port vol ume growth was
stron gest in the tran si tion econ o mies and Latin Amer -
ica, at 10 per cent and 6.5 per cent re spec tively, and in -
creased mar gin ally in Asia (1 per cent). West ern
Eu rope’s ex port growth was slightly above the global
av er age, at 4.5 per cent, and that of North Amer ica was
be low the av er age, at 3 per cent.

• Ex ports of mer chan dise and com mer cial ser vices

amounted to US$6.5 tril lion in 1998: In value terms,
mer chan dise ex ports amounted to US$5.2 tril lion and
com mer cial ser vices to US$1.3 tril lion.  This rep re sents 
a fall of al most 2 per cent in dol lar terms over ex ports in
1997, but still ex ceeds the level at tained in 1996.  This is 
the stron gest de crease since 1982.  Ex ports of com mer -
cial ser vices re corded the first an nual de cline in value
terms since com pre hen sive sta tis tics be came avail able
in the mid-1980s.  

• Com mod ity prices fell sharply in 1998, push ing the
share of pri mary prod ucts in world ex ports be low
20 per cent in cur rent price terms for the first time in 
the post-war pe riod:  Oil prices fell by 30 per cent in
1998, or 40 per cent from a year-end to year-end ba sis. 
This pic ture has been mit i gated by in creased oil prices
in the first quar ter of 1999. Non-oil pri mary com mod ity 
prices fell by 15 per cent on a yearly av er age ba sis in
1998, and by some 10 per cent on a year-end ba sis.
Prices of in ter na tion ally traded man u fac tured goods
and ser vices also de clined in 1998, but by con sid er ably
less than those of pri mary prod ucts.

• Re duced com mod ity prices have par tic u larly af -
fected the ex port earn ings of Af ri can and Mid dle
East ern coun tries:  In ad di tion to the 11 mem ber coun -
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tries of OPEC, some eight other coun tries de pend on
fuel ex ports for more than 50 per cent of their ex port
earn ings.  Over twenty, mostly de vel op ing coun tries,
de pend on ag ri cul tural ex ports for 35 per cent or more
of their ex port earn ings, but these coun tries are gen er -
ally not as se verely af fected as the oil ex port ers by com -
mod ity price falls. 
The full re port fol lows.

I.  Main fea tures of world trade in
1998

World GDP and trade growth slowed in 1998 as the
Asian cri sis deep ened and its re per cus sions were

felt in creas ingly out side Asia. The vol ume of world mer -
chan dise ex ports grew by 3.5 per cent in 1998 af ter an out -
stand ing growth rate of 10.5 per cent in 1997. This ex port
vol ume growth rate com pares with an av er age growth rate 
of 6.0 per cent in the pe riod 1990-95. The de cel er a tion in
global out put growth was less pro nounced than for in ter -
na tional trade in 1998, as world GDP rose by 2 per cent, or
by 1 per cent age point less than in 1997 (Chart 1).

The de cel er a tion of global mer chan dise trade growth
con tin ued through out the year, leav ing the global trade
level in the fourth quar ter of 1998 only slightly above the
level reached at the end of 1997. All ma jor re gions ex pe ri -
enced a marked slow down of their trade growth in the
course of 1998.

The re cent cy cli cal fall in com mod ity prices, which
started in early 1997, con tin ued un abated through out
1998. Oil prices fell by 30 per cent and non-oil com mod ity 
prices by 20 per cent in 1998, with very dif fer ent im pli ca -
tions for var i ous coun tries and re gions of the world. 
While the share of pri mary com mod i ties (in clud ing pro -
cessed food) in world mer chan dise trade was only slightly
above one-fifth in 1997, it was more than two-thirds for
the Mid dle East, Af rica and Latin Amer ica (ex clud ing
Mex ico). In a sam ple of 91 de vel op ing coun tries, 67 of
them re corded a share of pri mary prod ucts in to tal mer -
chan dise ex ports above 50 per cent, reach ing as high as 95
per cent in some cases.

Prices of in ter na tion ally traded man u fac tured goods
and ser vices also have de clined in 1998, though con sid er -
ably less than those of pri mary prod ucts. Ex change rate
vari a tions, which were large in the course of 1998, can
have a ma jor im pact on the dol lar prices of in ter na tion ally
traded goods.  How ever, as the dol lar’s av er age an nual ap -
pre ci a tion vis-à-vis the ECU (now the Euro) was con sid -
er ably smaller in 1998 than in 1997, West Eu ro pean
ex port prices mea sured in dol lar terms de creased far less
last year than in 1997. This smaller de crease in Eu rope’s
ex port prices more than off set the stron ger price de clines
in all other re gions. There fore, de spite the ac cel er ated fall
in com mod ity prices in 1998, the global price de cline for
all mer chan dise ex ports was 5.5 per cent, which was
some what less pro nounced than in 1997.

Trade per for mance in 1998 dif fered widely among re -
gions. While oil-exporting re gions re corded the stron gest

an nual value de clines in mer chan dise ex ports, coun tries
di rectly af fected by the Asian fi nan cial cri sis re ported the
stron gest im port de cline. The con trac tion ary forces of the
Asian cri sis and fall ing com mod ity prices were, how ever, 
at ten u ated by the ro bust ness of con tin ued eco nomic
growth in the United States and strength ened de mand in
West ern Eu rope. The re ver sal of pri vate cap i tal flows
away from the emerg ing mar kets con trib uted to low in ter -
est rates in North Amer ica and West ern Eu rope. In ad di -
tion, fall ing fuel prices led to weaker im port prices and
real in come gains for net-fuel im port ing coun tries.

West ern Eu rope, the world’s larg est re gional trader,
was the only re gion not to re cord a de cel er a tion in im port
growth in 1998 com pared to 1997. West ern Eu rope’s im -
port growth rate of 7.5 per cent was, how ever, less than
the 10 per cent rate re corded by North Amer ica, Latin
Amer ica and the tran si tion econ o mies. In a sharp con trast, 
im ports into Asia fell by nearly 8.5 per cent, and a stag na -
tion or a de crease in im port vol umes is es ti mated for Af -
rica and the Mid dle East.

Re gional dif fer ences in the vol ume growth of ex ports
are far less pro nounced than for im ports. All re gions re -
corded a lower ex port ex pan sion in 1998 than in the pre -
ced ing year. The tran si tion econ o mies and Latin Amer ica
re corded the stron gest vol ume growth.  Asia’s ex port vol -
ume in creased mar gin ally, as the strong con trac tion of
intra-Asian trade was only just off set by a sharp rise in ex -
tra-regional flows. West ern Eu rope’s ex port growth re -
mained some what above the global av er age of 3.5 per
cent, while that of North Amer ica fell be low the av er age.

The dol lar value of world mer chan dise trade de clined
by 2 per cent, the stron gest de crease since 1982.The ex -
port value of man u fac tured goods con tin ued to rise
slightly while that of ag ri cul tural prod ucts, met als and fu -
els de clined. These di ver gent de vel op ments by prod uct
cat e gory in 1998 pushed the share of pri mary prod ucts be -
low 20 per cent in cur rent price terms for the first time in
the post World War II pe riod.

Ex ports of com mer cial ser vices re corded the first an -
nual de cline in dol lar value since 1983. All the three ma -
jor ser vices cat e go ries (i.e., trans port, travel and other
com mer cial ser vices) saw a de crease. Ex ports of goods
and com mer cial ser vices both de creased slightly but at
$5225 and $1290 bil lion re spec tively, but were still above 
the lev els reached in 1996 (Ta ble 1).

Trade growth slower
(Con tinued from page 1)

Ta ble 1: World ex ports of mer chan dise and com -
mer cial ser vices, 1996-98

(Bil lion dol lars and per cent age)

Value An nual change
1996 1997 1998 1996 1997 1998

Mer chan dise 5150 5325 5225 4.5 3.5 -2.0

Com mer cial
ser vices

1275 1320 1290 6.7 3.5 -2.0

All ma jor re gions ex pe ri enced a marked slow down
of their trade growth in the course of 1998...
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II.  World trade de vel op ments by
coun try and re gion

In its sev enth year of ex pan sion, the United States econ -
omy ex pe ri enced an ac cel er a tion in pri vate con sump -

tion and con tin ued dou ble-digit in vest ment growth. GDP
growth was al most 4 per cent, un changed from 1997.  The
boom ing U.S. econ omy stim u lated intra-NAFTA trade,
and sus tained ex ports and out put in other re gions.  North
Amer ica‘s mer chan dise im port vol ume rose by 10.5 per
cent in 1998, which was the stron gest growth of all re -
gions (Ta ble 2).

In value terms, North Amer ica’s mer chan dise ex ports
de creased slightly in 1998, as vol ume growth de cel er ated
and prices de clined. North Amer ica’s mer chan dise im -
ports, how ever, in creased by 4.5 per cent in value terms,
lead ing to a wid en ing of the re gion’s mer chan dise trade
def i cit to $253 bil lion (Ta ble 3).  The evo lu tion in North
Amer ica’s com mer cial ser vices trade mir rored that of
mer chan dise trade, with ex ports in creas ing only very
slightly and im ports ris ing by 4.5 per cent, re duc ing fur -
ther the re gion’s sur plus in ser vices trade.

Latin Amer ica‘s GDP and trade growth slowed
sharply in 1998 from the ex cep tion ally high lev els re -
corded in 1997. Falling com mod ity prices, a slow down in
pri vate cap i tal in flows in the sec ond half of 1998 and
weaker ex port mar kets within the re gion and in Asia con -
trib uted to this de vel op ment. Marked dif fer ences in eco -
nomic per for mance oc curred for the two larg est
econ o mies in the re gion, with trade and out put growth
slow ing strongly in Brazil, while Mex ico’s trade and out -
put per for mance re mained well above the re gional av er -
age. Better ac cess to the rap idly ex pand ing United States
mar ket and a higher share of man u fac tures in its mer chan -
dise ex ports are among the fac tors which ex plain why
Mex ico’s trade and out put de vel op ments were, for the
fourth year in a row, su pe rior to those of the other Latin
Amer i can econ o mies.

For Latin Amer ica as a whole, the growth in the vol ume
of mer chan dise im ports con tin ued to ex ceed that of mer -
chan dise ex ports by a large mar gin, and the re gion’s trade

ex pan sion – both im ports and ex ports – re mained stron ger
than the global av er age.  Latin Amer ica’s mer chan dise ex -
port value, on the other hand, de creased by 2 per cent in
1998, as the ex pan sion of Mex ico’s ex ports was more than 
off set by the de cline in ex ports of all other Latin Amer i can 
coun tries com bined. In par tic u lar, Ec ua dor and Ven e -
zuela, the two ma jor oil ex port ing coun tries in Latin
Amer ica, ex pe ri enced the stron gest set back, with de -
creases in ex cess of 20 per cent. Latin Amer ica’s out -
stand ingly strong im port growth per for mance through out
the 1990-97 pe riod be came less dy namic last year, al -
though at 5 per cent, this re gion, to gether with West ern
Eu rope, re corded the high est im port growth rate of any re -
gion. Mex ico’s im port growth rate of 14 per cent con -
trasted with the rel a tive stag na tion of im ports in other
Latin Amer i can coun tries. As Mex ico has en joyed an
above av er age rate of growth in trade for a num ber of
years, its share of to tal trade in the re gion has risen con sid -
er ably, ac count ing for 40 per cent in 1998 1. Latin Amer -
ica’s ex ports and im ports of com mer cial ser vices are
es ti mated to have ex panded by 4 to 5 per cent in 1998.

Stronger de mand growth in West ern Eu rope con trasted
with a weaker global econ omy in 1998, lead ing to an im -
port ex pan sion which, for the first time since 1992, ex -
ceeded the re gion’s ex port growth rate. West ern Eu rope
was the only ma jor re gion which re corded an in crease in
the dol lar value of its ex ports. Im ports in value terms in -
creased by 5 per cent, very close to the ex pan sion re corded 
by both North Amer ica and Latin Amer ica. The share of
West ern Eu rope in world mer chan dise trade re cov ered to
44 per cent fol low ing a marked de crease be tween 1990
and 1997. Com mer cial ser vices im ports ex panded by 4 per
cent in 1998, and com mer cial ser vices ex ports by 3 per cent.

The in ter ac tion be tween  trade and out put in the tran si -
tion econ o mies  in re cent years has been unique among the 
ma jor re gions.  Slug gish over all eco nomic ac tiv ity, in -
clud ing a de cline in re gional out put in re cent years, has
been ac com pa nied by ex port and im port growth rates

Ta ble 2: Growth in the vol ume of world mer chan -
dise trade by se lected re gion, 1990-98

(An nual per cent age change)

Exports Imports

Ave.
1990-

95

1996 1997 1998 Ave.
1990
-95

1996 1997 1998

6.0 5.5 10 .5 3.5 World 6.5 6.0 9.5 4.0

7.0 6.0 11 .0 3.0 North America 7.0 5.5 13 .0 10 .5

8.0 11 .0 11 .0 6.5 Latin America 12 .0 8.5 22 .0 9.5

5.5 5.5 9.5 4.5 West ern Europe 4.5 5.5 7.5 7.5

5.5 5.5 9.5 5.0  Europ. Un ion (15) 4.5 5.0 7.0 7.5

5.0 6.5 12 .5 10 .0 Tran si tion econom. 2.5 16 .0 17 .0 10 .0

7.5 5.0 13 .0 1.0 Asia 10 .5 6.0 6.0 -8.5

1.5 1.0 12 .0 -1 .5  Japan 6.5 5.5 1.5 -5.5

11 .5 7.5 11 .5 2.0  6 E. Asian traders 12 .0 4.5 6.5 -16.0

 (a) Can ada and the United States. (b) Chi nese Taoèeo; Hong Kong, China; Ma -

lay sia; Ko rea; Sin ga pore and Thai land.  Note: Sep a rate vol ume data are not
avail able for Af rica and the Mid dle East, al though es ti mates for these re gions
have been made in or der to cal cu late the world to tal.

Stronger de mand growth in West ern Eu rope con trasted
with a weaker global econ omy in 1998, lead ing to an im -
port ex pan sion which, for the first time since 1992, ex -
ceeded the re gion’s ex port growth rate. (ILO Photo)

1 Mex ico’s share in Latin Amer ica’s mer chan dise ex ports in
1998 was 43 and that for mer chan dise im ports was 38%.
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above the global av er age.  Mer chan dise im ports have ex -
panded sig nif i cantly faster than world trade in both real
and nom i nal dol lar val ues. Mer chan dise ex port growth, at 
10 per cent in vol ume terms, was the high est among all re -
gions.  Due to the sharp de cline in the dol lar ex port prices,
how ever, the dol lar ex port value of the re gion de creased
slightly.

Sev eral fac tors have con trib uted to this sit u a tion,
where trade growth has been above the world av er age,
while out put growth has been lower than the world av er -
age.  First, in flows of pri vate cap i tal have been strong, in
par tic u lar for eign di rect in vest ment (FDI) and port fo lio
in vest ment.  Sec ond, FDI has been as so ci ated with a
strong in crease in cap i tal goods im ports, which over re -
cent years has sup ported the ex pan sion of ex ports.  Third,
a num ber of East Eu ro pean coun tries ad vanced con sid er -
ably with their in te gra tion into the EU mar ket, in par tic u -
lar Po land, the Czech Re pub lic and Hun gary.  The strong
trade per for mance of these coun tries masked a rather
mixed pic ture in other tran si tion econ o mies.

The com mer cial ser vices trade of the tran si tion econ o -
mies has been far less dy namic than mer chan dise trade in
the last two years, with ex ports de creas ing slightly and
im ports ris ing mod er ately. The Rus sian Fed er a tion, the
re gion’s larg est com mer cial ser vices trader, re ported a
de cline in ex ports and im ports of about 7 per cent in 1998.  
For Cen tral and East ern Eu rope, an in crease of 4 per cent
was re corded last year.

Af rica and the Mid dle East have suf fered the brunt of
the de cline in pri mary com mod ity prices in 1998. De spite
a mod er ate re cov ery in Af rica’s GDP - linked to the re -
cov ery of ag ri cul tural out put - Af rica’s trade re mained
slug gish. Ex port val ues in the re gion de creased by 16 per
cent in 1998. Oil-exporting Af ri can coun tries re corded a
de crease in ex ports ex ceed ing one-quarter. Im port val ues

de clined only slightly in 1998, but higher trade def i cits
raise the ques tion whether the 1998 level of im port de -
mand can be sus tained in 1999. Avail able data on com -
mer cial ser vices also in di cate de creases in the value of
both ex ports and im ports. As was ob served for mer chan dise
trade, ex ports of ser vices de creased faster than im ports.

Be ing the re gion with the high est share of fu els in its
mer chan dise ex ports, the Mid dle East re corded the stron -
gest con trac tion in ex port value of all re gions.  Ex ports for 
the re gion as a whole shrank by one-fifth. The de cline in
the dol lar ex port value was, how ever, as so ci ated with an
in crease in the ex port vol ume. The in crease in the sup ply
of oil from the re gion in a pe riod of weak de mand has con -
trib uted to a steep ero sion of oil prices. The re gion’s mer -
chan dise im ports ad justed to some de gree to lower ex port
rev e nues, fall ing by 6 per cent in 1998 (Ta ble 4).

Asia re corded the stron gest im port con trac tion in vol -
ume and value terms of all re gions. Im port vol ume de -

Ta ble 3: Growth in the value of world mer chan dise trade by re gion, 1990-98
(Bil lion dol lars and per cent age)

Ex ports (f.o.b) Im ports (c.i.f.)
Value An nual per cent age change Value An nual per cent age change

1998 1990-95 1996 1997 1998 1998 1990-95 1996 1997 1998

5225 7.5 4.5 3.5 -2 .0 World 5410 7.5 5.0 3.0 -1 .0

898 8.5 6.5 9.5 -1 .0 North America 1151 8.0 6.0 10 .5 4.5

274 9.0 12 .5 10 .0 -2 .0 Latin America 339 14 .5 9.5 19 .0 5.0

118 14 .0 20 .5 15 .0 6.5  Mexico 129 12 .5 25 .5 23 .5 14 .0

157 7.0 8.0 7.0 -7 .0  Other Latin America 211 15 .5 2.5 16 .5 0.5

2338 6.0 3.5 -0 .5 2.5 West ern Europe 2359 5.5 3.5 -1 .5 5.0

2171 6.5 3.5 -0 .5 3.0  Eu ro pean Un ion (15) 2163 5.5 3.0 -2 .0 5.5

178 7.0 6.5 5.0 -1 .0 Tran si tion economies 207 5.0 17 .0 9.5 3.0

99 7.5 6.0 8.0 9.0  Cen tral/East ern Europe 133 11 .5 17 .0 7.0 11 .5

106 0.5 16 .5 2.0 -16 .0 Africa 129 5.5 -1 .0 6.0 -1 .5

26 3.5 5.5 6.0 -15 .0  South Africa 29 10 .5 -1 .5 9.5 -11 .0

138 1.5 17 .0 4.0 -21 .0 Mid dle East 139 5.5 7.0 6.5 -6 .0

1294 12 .0 0.5 5.5 -6 .0 Asia 1090 12 .0 4.5 0.5 -17 .5

388 9.0 -7 .5 2.5 -8 .0  Japan 281 7.5 4.5 -3 .0 -17 .0

184 19 .0 1.5 21.0 0.5  China 140 20 .0 5.0 2.5 -1 .5

504 14 .0 3.0 2.5 -7 .5  Six East Asian trad ers* 438 15 .0 3.0 0.5 -25 .0

*Chi nese Tai pei; Hong Kong, China; Ma lay sia; Ko rea; Sin ga pore; and Thai land.

Slug gish de mand: Asia re corded the stron gest im port
con trac tion in vol ume and value terms. (ILO Photo)
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creased by about 8.5 per cent un der the im pact of Ja pan’s
im port con trac tion of 5.5 per cent, and that of the Asia (5)2
of more than 20 per cent. It is es ti mated that within Asia
only a few coun tries re corded an in crease in im port vol -
umes (e.g. Aus tra lia, China and In dia). As intra-Asian
trade ac counts for about one half of Asia’s mer chan dise
ex ports, the con trac tion of the
area’s im ports also held down ex -
port growth. Asia’s ex port vol ume 
rose mar gin ally as the vol ume de -
crease for Ja pan, Chi nese Tai pei
and Hong Kong, China were more
than off set by the strong growth of
ex ports of the Re pub lic of Ko rea
and the Phil ip pines. China’s ex -
ports are also es ti mated to have
ex panded mod er ately in vol ume
terms.

The dol lar value of Asia’s im -
ports reg is tered an un prec e dented
de cline of 17.5 per cent.  In 1998
Asia (5) im ports con tracted by
one-third, and those of Ja pan by
17 per cent (Ap pen dix Charts 1
and 2). Only cer tain South Asian
coun tries re corded a slight in -
crease in their im ports (e.g. In dia
and Sri Lanka). The trade per for -
mance of most Asian coun tries
im proved in the last quar ter of
1998, partly due to the strength en -
ing of the yen and other Asian cur -
ren cies vis-à-vis  the U.S. dol lar.

The sharp im port con trac tion in
the Asia (5) coun tries (al most
one-third in value terms) is largely 
ex plained by the turn around in
pri vate cap i tal flows and the as so -
ci ated drop in do mes tic in vest -
ment and con sump tion lev els. The 
de crease in ex ports of the Asia (5)
coun tries, how ever, was stron ger
than ex pected even if one takes
into ac count the high share of
intra-regional trade in to tal trade.

De spite the strong cur rency de val u a tions which boosted
the price com pet i tive ness of en ter prises in the Asia (5)
coun tries, the com bined ex ports of these coun tries did not
in crease their mar ket shares in the ma jor de vel oped mar -

Ta ble 4: Mer chan dise ex ports of emerg ing mar kets 
by prod uct cat e gory, 1997

(Per cent age change)

Fuels Metals & 
min er als

Agricult.
products

Manufact
ures

Total

 Mid dle East 73 2 4 21 100

 Africa 44 8 19 29 100

 Latin Amer ica(a) 19 11 36 34 100

 Emerging Asia(b) 5 2 10 83 100

World 9 2 11 78 100

((a) Ex clud ing Mex ico; (b)Asia ex clud ing Ja pan, Aus tra lia & New Zea land.
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Appendix Table 1
Leading exportersand importers in world merchandise trade, 1998
(Billion dollars and percentage)

Rank EXPORTERS Value
(f .o.b .)

Sha re Change Ra nk IMPORTERS Value
(c.i.f)

Share Change

1 Un ited States 683.0 12.7 -1 1 Un ited States 944.6 17.0 5

2 Germany 539.7 10.0 5 2 Germany 466.6 8.4 5

3 Japan 388.0 7.2 -8 3 Un ited King dom 316.1 5.7 3

4 France 307.0 5.7 6 4 Fran ce 287.2 5.2 7

5 Un ited Kingd om 272.7 5.1 -3 5 Japan 280.5 5.0 -17

6 Italy 240.9 4.5 1 6 Italy 214.0 3.8 3

7 Canada 214.3 4.0 -1 7 Canada 205.0 3.7 2

8 Netherlands 198.2 3.7 2 8 Ho ng Kon g, China 188.7 3.4 -12

9 China 183.8 3.4 1 retained imp ortsa 38.9 0.7 -26

10 Hon g Kong , China 174.1 3.2 -7 9 Netherlands 184.1 3.3 4

domestic expor ts 24.3 0.5 -11 10 Belgium-Luxembou rg 158.8 2.9 2

11 Belgium-Luxembour g 171.7 3.2 2 11 China 140.2 2.5 -2

12 Kor ea, R ep. of 133.2 2.5 -2 12 Sp ain 132.8 2.4 8

13 Mexico 117.5 2.2 6 13 Mex ico 128.9 2.3 14

14 Chinese Taip ei 109.9 2.0 -9 14 Chinese Taipei 104.2 1.9 -9

15 Singap ore 109.8 2.0 - 12 15 Sing ap ore 101.5 1.6 -23

domestic expor ts 63.3 1.2 -13 retained impor ts a 54.9 1.8 -31

16 Sp ain 109.0 2.0 5 16 Ko rea, Rep. of 93.3 1.7 -35

17 Sweden 84.5 1.6 2 17 Switzerland 80.0 1.4 5

18 Switzerland 78.7 1.5 3 18 Au stria 68.3 1.2 5

19 Malaysia 73.3 1.4 -7 19 Sweden 67.6 1.2 3

20 Irelan d 63.3 1.2 1 9 20 Au stralia 64.7 1.2 -2

21 Austria 61.7 1.1 5 21 Brazil 61.0 1.1 -6

22 Russian Fed.b 56.2 1.0 -16 22 Malays ia 58.5 1.1 -26

23 Australia 55.9 1.0 -11 23 Po land 48.0 0.9 13

24 Thailand 53.6 1.0 -7 24 Turkey 46.4 0.8 -4

25 Brazil 51.0 0.9 - 3 25 Denmark 45.8 0.8 3

26 Indon es ia 48.8 0.9 - 9 26 Russian Fed.b 44.7 0.8 -18

27 Denmark 47.0 0.9 - 4 27 Ireland 43.7 0.8 11

28 Finland 42.4 0.8 4 28 India 42.9 0.8 4

29 Nor way 39.6 0.7 -18 29 Thailand 41.8 0.8 -33

30 Saud i Ar ab ia 38.8 0.7 -35 30 No rway 36.2 0.7 1

Total of abovec 4748.0 88.3 - 1 Total of abovec 4 696.0 84.4 -2

World c 5375.0 1 00.0 - 2 World c 5 560.0 1 00.0 -1

aRetained impor ts are defined as impo rts less re-ex ports.
bData exclud e trade with the Baltic States an d the CIS. Including trade with these States wou ld lif t Russian expor ts and imp orts to

$73.9 billion and $59.5 billion, respectiv ely.
cIncludes s ignificant re-exports or imports f or re-exp ort.

2 These are the coun tries that were most im me di ately af fected by 
fi nan cial cri sis that broke in mid-1997 - In do ne sia, Ma lay sia,
Phil ip pines, the Re pub lic of Ko rea and Thai land.
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kets. In fact, China’s ex ports to the
United States, Ja pan and ma jor Eu -
ro pean mar kets ex panded faster
than those of the Asia (5) coun tries
in 1998. 

One of the strik ing fea tures of
world trade in 1998 was the ex cep -
tion ally large vari a tion in the
growth rates among coun tries mea -
sured in value terms.  Con se -
quently, the rank ing of the lead ing
trad ers changed dra mat i cally for
both mer chan dise and com mer cial
ser vices trade (see Ap pen dix Ta -
bles 1, 2 and 3).  The re ver sal of
cap i tal flows in 1997-1998 forced
many East Asian econ o mies to cut
back sharply on their im ports in
1998.  Im port de clines ranged from 
26 to 35 per cent (e.g. the Re pub lic
of Ko rea 35 per cent, Thai land 33
per cent, In do ne sia 34 per cent and
Ma lay sia 26 per cent). Re tained
im ports of Hong Kong, China and
Sin ga pore also con tracted in this
range, de spite their cur rent ac count 
sur plus po si tion and stron ger in ter -
nal de mand.

Con trac tion ary con di tions in Ja -
pan and the fall in oil prices led to a
fall of 17 per cent in the dol lar
value of im ports, to a level be low
that of Ger many, the United King -
dom and France. In gen eral, Can -
ada, Mex ico and many West
Eu ro pean coun tries im proved their
po si tion among the lead ing im port -
ers (and ex port ers), while those of
Asian coun tries and Rus sia de te ri -
o rated.

Fuel ex port ers gen er ally re corded the stron gest de cline
in mer chan dise ex port value among all coun tries. For a
num ber of them, the dol lar value of ex port earn ings de -
creased by one-quarter to more than one-third in 1998
(e.g. Saudi Ara bia, Libya, Ni ge ria and Ven e zuela). Oil ex -
port ers and the East Asian trad ers lost, while Mex ico and
most West Eu ro pean coun tries gained in mar ket share.

Last year, China’s mer chan dise ex ports ex ceeded those 
of Hong Kong, China for the first time. The con trac tion of
Rus sia’s trade un der the im pact of the fall in fuel prices
and the out break of the fi nan cial cri sis have low ered Rus -
sia’s (ex tra-CIS) ex ports to be low those of Ire land and its
im ports to less than those of Po land.

De spite the de crease in the nom i nal value of world
trade, a few coun tries con tin ued to ex pand their ex ports
by more than 15 per cent. This group com prises Ire land,
the Phil ip pines, Hun gary and Costa Rica.  Through out the
1990-98 pe riod these coun tries ex panded their ex ports
two times faster than the global av er age.

The United States con sol i dated its po si tion as the world 
lead ing trader in 1998, ac count ing for nearly one-sixth of
mer chan dise im ports and ser vices ex ports and one-eighth

INTERNATIONAL TRADE

Appendix Table 2
Leading exporters and importers in world merchandise trade (excluding European Union intra-trade), 1998
(Bill ion dollars and percentage)

Rank EXPORTERS Value
(f.o.b.)

Share Change Rank IMPORTERS Value
(c.i.f)

Share Change

1 European Union (15) 813.8 20.3 0 1 United States 944.6 22.5 5

2 United States 683.0 17.0 -1 2 European Union (15) 801.4 19.1 6

3 Japan 388.0 9.7 -8 3 Japan 280.5 6.7 -17

4 Canada 214.3 5.3 -1 4 Canada 205.0 4.9 2

5 China 183.8 4.6 1 5 Hong Kong, China 188.7 4.5 -12

6 Hong Kong, China 174.1 4.3 -7 retained importsa 38.9 0.9 -26

domestic exports 24.3 0.6 -11 6 China 140.2 3.3 -2

7 Korea, Rep. of 133.2 3.3 -2 7 Mexico 128.9 3.1 14

8 Mexico 117.5 2.9 6 8 Chinese Ta ipei 104.2 2.5 -9

9 Chinese Taipei 109.9 2.7 -9 9 Singapore 101.5 2.4 -23

10 Singapore 109.8 2.7 -12 retained importsa 54.9 1.3 -31

domestic exports 63.3 1.6 -13 10 Korea, Rep. of 93.3 2.2 -35

11 Switzerland 78.7 2.0 3 11 Switzerland 80.0 1.9 5

12 Malaysia 73.3 1.8 -7 12 Australia 64.7 1.5 -2

13 Russian Fed.b 56.2 1.4 -16 13 Brazil 61.0 1.5 -6

14 Australia 55.9 1.4 -11 14 Malaysia 58.5 1.4 -26

15 Thailand 53.6 1.3 -7 15 Poland 48.0 1.1 13

16 Brazil 51.0 1.3 -3 16 Turkey 46.4 1.1 -4

17 Indonesia 48.8 1.2 -9 17 Russian Fed.b 44.7 1.1 -18

18 Norway 39.6 1.0 -18 18 India 42.9 1.0 4

19 Saudi Arabia 38.8 1.0 -35 19 Thailand 41.8 1.0 -33

20 India 33.2 0.8 -3 20 Norway 36.2 0.9 1

21 Philippines 29.3 0.7 17 21 Philippines 32.0 0.8 -17

22 Czech Rep. 26.4 0.7 16 22 Argentina 31.4 0.7 3

23 South Africa 26.3 0.7 -15 23 South Africa 29.3 0.7 -11

24 Poland 26.3 0.7 2 24 Israel 29.1 0.7 -5

25 Turkey 26.1 0.7 0 25 Czech Rep.c 28.8 0.7 6

26 Argentina 25.2 0.6 -1 26 Indonesia 27.4 0.7 -34

27 United Arab Emira tes 24.2 0.6 -16 27 United Arab Emirates 27.0 0.6 -10

28 Israel 23.3 0.6 3 28 Hungary 25.8 0.6 22

29 Hunga ry 22.9 0.6 20 29 Sa udi Arabia 23.7 0.6 -13

30 Venezuela 17.2 0.4 -25 30 Chile 18.8 0.4 -4

Total of aboved 3704.0 92.2 -4 Total of aboved 3786.0 90.1 -4

Wor ldd 4018.0 100.0 -4 Worldd 4200.0 100.0 -3

aRetained imports are defined as imports less re-exports.
bData exclude trade with the Baltic States and the CIS. Including trade with these States would lift Russian exports a nd imports to $73.9

billion
and $59.5 billion, respectively.
cImports are valued f.o.b.
dIncludes significant re-exports orimports for re-export.

Leading buy ers and seller: The United States con sol i -
dated its po si tion as the world lead ing trader in 1998, ac -
count ing for nearly one-sixth of mer chan dise im ports and
ser vices ex ports and one-eighth of mer chan dise ex ports
and ser vices im ports. (ILO Photo)
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of mer chan dise ex ports and ser vices im -
ports.

East Asian coun tries’ ex ports of com -
mer cial ser vices de creased in 1998 sig -
nif i cantly faster than their mer chan dise
ex ports.  One ex pla na tion for this de vel -
op ment might be that intra-Asian trade
is more im por tant for ser vices than for
mer chan dise ex ports and thereby more
af fected by the con trac tion of Asian de -
mand.  How ever, the lack of sta tis ti cal
in for ma tion on the des ti na tion of ser -
vices ex ports pre cludes con fir ma tion of
this pos si bil ity.

Al though price vari a tions in com mer -
cial ser vices are es ti mated to be far
smaller than those for mer chan dise
trade in 1998, the vari a tions in the per -
for mance of in di vid ual ser vices trad ers
were at least as large as those for mer -
chan dise trad ers.  Among the lead ing
com mer cial ser vices ex port ers, the
stron gest de clines were re corded by
Sin ga pore and Ma lay sia, while In dia
and Spain re corded in creases in ex cess
of 10 per cent. The Asia (5) coun tries re -
corded con trac tions in their ser vices im -
ports rang ing from about 20 per cent to
more than 30 per cent. In dia, Spain and
Ire land re corded im port in creases be tween
10 and 20 per cent. Given the pro vi sional
na ture of the above data and the past ex pe -
ri ence of sub stan tial re vi sions even for
year-old data, cau tion is called for in in ter -
pret ing cur rent ser vices sta tis tics.

III. Re per cus sions of the fall in 
com mod ity prices

In 1998, an in crease in the sup ply of many pri mary com -
mod i ties co in cided with a slow down in eco nomic ac tiv -

ity, lead ing to a sharp drop in com mod ity prices.  Prices of
non-fuel com mod i ties and crude oil fell by 15 per cent and 
more than 30 per cent, re spec tively. Al though prices of
man u fac tures de creased as well, prices of pri mary com mod -
i ties de creased much faster (for the sec ond year in a row).

As the oil price de cline ac cel er ated dur ing the course of
the year, the year-over-year change in De cem ber 1998 ex -
ceeded 40 per cent. For non-fuel pri mary com mod i ties,
the pe riod of weaker prices started ear lier and mod er ated
in the sec ond half, with the re sult that the de cline at the end 
of the year (about 10 per cent) was smaller than the an nual
av er age for 1998 (Chart 2). Oil ex port ers have yet to feel
the full im pact of lower spot oil prices on their ex port
earn ings.  In vest ment and gov ern ment ex pen di ture is
likely to be cur tailed in 1999.  Im port lev els will con tract
fur ther, as such a steep price de cline can not be fully ab -
sorbed by a re duc tion in for eign ex change re serves.  

As noted ear lier, the steep fall in fuel prices af fects in
par tic u lar the ex port earn ings of the Mid dle East and Af -
rica. Be sides the 11 mem ber coun tries of OPEC, in about
an other eight coun tries fuel ex ports ac count for more than

Appendix Table 3
Leading exporters andimporters in world trade in commercial services, 1998
(Billion dollars andpercentage)

Rank EXPORTERS Value Share Change Rank IMPORTERS Value Share Change

1 United States 233.6 18.1 1 1 United States 161 .5 12.5 6

2 United Kingdom 99.5 7.7 8 2 Germany 121 .8 9.4 3

3 France 78.6 6.1 -2 3 Japan 109 .5 8.5 -10

4 German y 75.7 5.9 1 4 United Kingdom 76.1 5.9 7

5 Italy 70.1 5.4 -2 5 Italy 69.3 5.4 -1

6 Japan 60.8 4.7 -11 6 France 62.8 4.9 1

7 Netherlands 48.3 3.7 -1 7 Netherlands 44.8 3.5 2

8 Spain 48.0 3.7 10 8 Canada 34.8 2.7 -3

9 Belgium-Luxembourg 34.7 2.7 4 9 Belgium-Lu xembourg 33.6 2.6 6

10 Hong Kong, C hina 34.2 2.6 -11 10 Austria 28.7 2.2 1

11 Austria 31.0 2.4 6 11 China 28.6 2.2 -5

12 Canad a 28.8 2.2 -2 12 Spain 27.3 2.1 12

13 Switzerland 26.3 2.0 3 13 Chinese Taipei 23.4 1.8 -3

14 Korea, Rep of 23.6 1.8 -7 14 Korea, Rep of 23.0 1.8 -21

15 China 23.0 1.8 -6 15 Hong Kong, Ch ina 22.7 1.8 -2

16 Turkey 22.4 1.7 17 16 Sweden 20.6 1.6 6

17 Singapore 18.2 1.4 -40 17 Brazil 18.9 1.5 7

18 Sweden 17.4 1.4 -1 18 Ireland 18.0 1.4 20

19 Chinese Taipei 16.6 1.3 -2 19 Singapore 18.0 1.4 -7

20 Australia 15.8 1.2 -14 20 Russ ian Fed. 17.8 1.4 -7

21 Denmark 15.7 1.2 4 21 Australia 16.7 1.3 -9

22 Norway 13.9 1.1 -2 22 Switzerland 15.0 1.2 6

23 Russian Fed. 12.9 1.0 -7 23 Denmark 14.9 1.2 -1

24 Thailand 12.8 1.0 -18 24 Norway 14.8 1.1 2

25 Mexico 11.9 0.9 6 25 Saudi Arabia 13.9 1.1 0

26 Malays ia 10.9 0.8 -27 26 India 13.7 1.1 12

27 India 10.5 0.8 22 27 Mexico 12.5 1.0 6

28 Greece 9.9 0.8 8 28 Thailand 12.2 0.9 -29

29 Poland 8.9 0.7 -1 29 Indonesia 11.9 0.9 -26

30 Israel 8.7 0.7 4 30 Malays ia 11.9 0.9 -32

Total of above 1123 87.0 -1 Total of ab ove 1100 85.2 -1

World 1290 100.0 -2 World 1290 100.0 -1

Note: Secretariat estimates based on incomplete or preliminary data.

Appendix Table 4
Traders with a high share of agricultural products in their merchandise exports,
1990 and 1997
(Percentages)

1990 1997

Ma la wi … 92
Be li ze 91 90

Paragua y 90 82
Moza mbique … 78

Ic el and 80 75

Ma da ga scar 70 72

Costa R ic a 64 67
Nica ra gua 89 63

Urugua y 61 61
New Ze ala nd 63 61

Ecuador 46 61
El Salva dor 41 56

Argentina 61 53
Zimba bwe 44 51

Honduras 86 43

Bolivia … 40
Ca meroon 36 37
Chil e 33 37

Colombia 37 37
Braz il 31 35

Morocco 29 35

Peru 25 34
Ma uri ti us 33 31
Aust ra li a 30 30

Source: WTO, Annual Report 1998.
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one half of ex port earn ings. It is im por tant to note that in
the first quar ter of 1999, the spot oil price re cov ered from
its low level in De cem ber 1998 fol low ing the an nounce -
ment of pro duc tion cuts by oil pro duc ers.  It re mains to be
seen whether this up ward trend will con tinue or the pres -
ent price gains will prove sus tain able. While these trends
will lead to down ward ad just ments in the im ports of
oil-exporting coun tries in 1999, re lated in come gains in
oil-importing coun tries will at least par tially off set this
con trac tion ary ten dency in world trade.

Ex porters of ag ri cul tural prod ucts are a larger group
than oil ex port ers. The de cline in ag ri cul tural prices there -
fore af fected a larger num ber of coun tries, but gen er ally
less dra mat i cally than the oil ex port ers. This is for two
rea sons. First, the de cline in ag ri cul tural prod uct prices
was less steep than for oil.  Sec ond, the ex port ers of ag ri -
cul tural prod ucts gen er ally de pend less on a sin gle com -
mod ity than do the fuel ex port ers (Ap pen dix Ta ble 4).

IV.Global trade out look for 1999

The slow down of world trade and out put growth had
not been re versed by the end of 1998. While Ja pan’s

GDP con tin ued to shrink in the fourth quar ter of 1998 and
many West Eu ro pean coun tries re corded a weak en ing in
their eco nomic per for mance, the U.S. econ omy ac cel er ated.

Sig nif i cantly slower GDP growth in Brazil in 1998 and
con trac tion in Rus sia will neg a tively af fect the growth of
neigh bour ing econ o mies with whom they have ex ten sive
trade ties. The sharp con trac tion of out put and trade in the
Asia (5) coun tries ap pears to have bot tomed out, and a
mod er ate re cov ery is the most likely sce nario for 1999. As 
there is gen er ally a time-lag be tween re duced ex port earn -
ings and lower im port lev els, the steep fall of oil and com -
mod ity prices will have its full im pact on in vest ment and
con sump tion in the com mod ity ex port ing coun tries only
in 1999. The ex tent of this im pact may be mit i gated in the
case of oil prices, how ever, should the re cent in creases in
prices prove sus tain able.

Global out put growth may weaken slightly in 1999.
Mod er ately weaker growth in the United States and West -
ern Eu rope may not be off set by a lower rate of con trac tion 
in Ja pan. Given the size of the Rus sian and Bra zil ian econ -
o mies in re gional out put, pro duc tion lev els in the tran si -
tion econ o mies and Latin Amer ica is likely at best re main
un changed from the pre ced ing year.

On the ba sis of this slug gish out put growth, over all
trade ex pan sion may not dif fer much in 1999 from the 3.5
per cent ob served in 1998. Even this mod er ate ex pan sion,
how ever, is as so ci ated with ma jor down side risks and
would im ply an ac cel er a tion of trade growth in the course
of 1999. If slower out put growth in the United States or
West ern Eu rope turns out to be more pro nounced than
pres ently ex pected, and if the re cov ery in East Asia (in -
clud ing Ja pan) is more de layed than pro jected by most ob -
serv ers, world trade ex pan sion could be be low 3.5 per
cent. The United States is ex pected to re cord the high est
growth rate among the in dus trial coun tries in 1999, but on
the con di tion that U.S. con sum ers do not rap idly cor rect
their his tor i cally low sav ings rate, and that any stock mar -
ket cor rec tion will not have a ma jor im pact on in ves tor
and con sumer con fi dence.o

-4 0

-3 0

-2 0

-1 0

0

1 0

9 7Q1 9 7Q2 97 Q3 97Q4 98Q1 9 8Q2 98 Q3 98 Q4

Me rchandis e Im ports (ci f)
(Perce ntage change ove r previous ye ar)

-10

-5

0

5

10

15

97Q1 97Q2 97 Q3 9 7Q4 98Q1 98Q2 98Q3 98Q4

Me rchandis e Exports (fob)
(Perce ntage change ove r previous ye ar)

AppendixChart 1

Me rchandis e trade of Asian countri es in financial cri sisa , 1997-98
(Bi llion dolla rs and percentage)

a The group compris es : Indones ia, the Re public of Korea , Mala ys ia , Philippines and Thaila nd.

-15

-10

-5

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

97Q1 97Q2 97 Q3 97Q4 98Q1 98Q2 98Q3 98Q4

Trade Balanc e (fob-c if)
(Billion dollars)

- 15

- 10

-5

0

5

10

97 Q1 9 7 Q2 9 7 Q3 97 Q4 9 8 Q1 9 8Q2 9 8Q3 9 8 Q4

Appe ndix Chart 2
Me rc handis e tr ade of Japan, 1997-98
(B illi on dollars and pe rc entage )

Me rchandis e Exports (fob)
(Perc entage c ha nge ove r previous yea r)

- 20

-15

-10

-5

0

5

9 7Q1 97 Q2 9 7 Q3 97 Q4 9 8 Q1 9 8Q2 9 8 Q3 9 8Q4

Me rchandi se Imports (cif)
(Perce nta ge c ha nge ove r previous yea r)

0

5

10

15

2 0

2 5

3 0

3 5

9 7 Q1 9 7 Q2 97 Q3 9 7Q4 9 8Q1 9 8 Q2 98 Q3 98 Q4

Trade balanc e (fob-c if)
(Billion dolla rs )

WTO FO CUS
News let ter pub lished by the In for ma tion and Me dia
Re la tions Di vi sion of the WTO.
Cen tre Wil liam Rappard, 154 rue de Lausanne, 1211
Geneva 21, Swit zer land Tel. 7395111 Fax: 7395458 
Web Site: http://www.wto. org
ISSN 0256-0119








