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A message
from Director-General
Roberto Azevêdo

I

n this second edition of “World Trade Statistical Review”, we look back over the
past ten years to examine the latest trends in trade and to analyse how and why
global trade is changing.

Our statistical data confirm that trade has continued to support economic growth and
development, helping to reduce poverty around the world. World merchandise exports
have increased in value by about 32 per cent since 2006, reaching USD 16 trillion in
2016. At the same time, world exports of commercial services have accelerated by
about 64 per cent, reaching a total of USD 4.77 trillion.
The highest growth in merchandise trade has been achieved by manufactured goods
and agricultural products, which have increased by 37 per cent and 67 per cent in
value respectively. In fact, the only significant exception has been in exports of fuels
and mining products, which are 10 per cent lower than the level achieved in 2006,
mostly due to a fall in crude oil prices.
These statistics are good news for the global economy overall. However, they hide the
more recent trend. In 2016, world merchandise trade recorded its lowest growth in
volume terms since the financial crisis of 2008, increasing by just 1.3 per cent. This is
half the level achieved in 2015 and well below the 4.7 per cent average annual growth
rate since 1980.
The low level of trade growth in 2016 is driven in part by weak GDP growth of just 2.3
per cent, down from 2.7 per cent in 2015 and also below the 2.8 per cent average
annual rate since 1980.

“Robust data and
statistics provide
an essential
basis for all of
our work at the
WTO, helping us
to pursue our
mission of making
the opportunities
that trade offers
available to all.”

There has also been a decline in recent years in the ratio of trade growth to GDP
growth, which has fallen to around 1:1 in the wake of the financial crisis. This contrasts
with trade growing 1.5 times faster than world GDP on average since the end of the
Second World War. And last year marked the first time since 2001 that the ratio has
dropped below 1, to 0.6.
However, the leading indicators of trade in the first few months of 2017 are generally
more positive, with trade growth of 2.4 per cent estimated for this year. Trade is also
expected to be given a boost by the implementation of the WTO’s Trade Facilitation
Agreement (TFA), which entered into force earlier this year. The aim of the TFA is to
streamline customs procedures and to speed up the flow of goods across borders. It
has been estimated that full implementation of the TFA could lead to an increase of as
much as 2.7 percentage points per year to world trade growth by 2030.
Looking back over the past year, it is evident that trade remains highly concentrated.
For both merchandise and commercial services, the top ten traders represent more
than half of world trade.
Nevertheless, developing economies are increasing their participation. Their share
of world merchandise trade has increased to 41 per cent while for commercial services
it has risen to 36 per cent. However the share of least-developed countries (LDCs)
in world merchandise and commercial services exports remains far too low, below
1 per cent.

5

World Trade Statistical Review 2017

Trade between developing economies has continued to rise. In 2015, it represented
more than half of their total exports, with manufactured goods reaching as high as 67
per cent.
In the services sector, travel and other commercial services (a category that includes
financial and business services) grew the fastest. Travel was driven in particular
by strong intra-regional tourism. World exports of travel, which includes travellers’
spending on goods and services during their visits abroad, rose by 2 per cent in
2016. This reflects an increase in tourist numbers worldwide and expanded tourism
within Asia, with China becoming an increasingly important source of expenditure on
overseas travel. Among other commercial services, information and communication
technology (ICT) was the fastest-growing category. Computer services represented
over 72 per cent of ICT exports, or US$ 353 billion, partly boosted by the recent
expansion of the WTO’s Information Technology Agreement.
The rise of new technologies is likely to have a positive impact on digital trade in years
to come, offering many new opportunities to entrepreneurs and small businesses
around the world. Good policymaking in this area requires an improvement in statistics
on digital trade. To tackle this challenge, an inter-agency task force convened by WTO
and OECD is advancing the issue.
Indeed, robust data and statistics provide an essential basis for all of our work at the
WTO, helping us to pursue our mission of making the opportunities that trade offers
available to all, with all sections of society able to participate and benefit. Therefore I
would like to thank everyone that has worked on this report. I am sure that it will prove
a valuable resource in pursuing this mission.

Roberto Azevêdo
Director-General
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Abbreviations and symbols
ACP African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States
ASEAN Association of South-East Asian Nations
AFTA ASEAN Free Trade Area
BOP Balance of Payments
BPM6 Balance of Payments Manual, sixth edition
CACM Central American Common Market
CARICOM Caribbean Common Market
CEMAC Economic and Monetary Community of Central Africa
CIS Commonwealth of Independent States, including associate and
former member States
COMESA Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa
ECCAS Economic Community of Central African States
ECOWAS Economic Community of West African States
EFTA European Free Trade Association
EU European Union
EUROSTAT Statistical Office of the European Communities
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
FATS Foreign Affiliates Statistics
FDI Foreign Direct Investment
GCC Gulf Co-operation Council
GDP Gross Domestic Product
GNP Gross National Product

HS Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System
IEA International Energy Agency
IMF International Monetary Fund
ITC International Trade Center
GTA Global Trade Atlas (IHS Markit)
ISIC International Standard Industrial Classification
LDCs Least-developed countries
MERCOSUR Southern Common Market
NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PA Pacific Alliance
SAARC South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation
SADC South African Development Community
SAFTA South Asian Free Trade Arrangement
SITC Standard International Trade Classification
UNECE United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
UNECLAC United Nations Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean
UNCTAD United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
UNIDO United Nations Industrial Development Organization
UNSD United Nations Statistics Division
WAEMU West African Economic and Monetary Union

c.i.f.

cost, insurance and freight

f.o.b.

free on board

n.e.s.

not elsewhere specified

n.i.e.

not included elsewhere

Unless otherwise indicated, (i) all value figures are expressed
in U.S. dollars; (ii) trade figures include the intra-trade of free
trade areas, customs unions, geographical and other groups;
(iii) merchandise trade figures are on a customs basis and (iv)
merchandise exports are f.o.b. and merchandise imports are
c.i.f. Data for the latest year are provisional.

The following symbols are used in this publication:
...

not available or growth rates exceeding 500%

0

figure is zero or became zero due to rounding

-

not applicable

$

United States dollars

The statistical data in this publication are supplied by and under
the responsibility of the relevant statistical authorities. In line
with the practice of the WTO Secretariat, this publication uses
the names of WTO members as listed in the latest revision
to document WT/INF/43. References to other geographical
territories and groupings are based solely on terms provided to
the WTO Secretariat by WTO members and observers or terms
used by relevant international organizations.

Billion means one thousand million.

The use of such data and terms does not constitute or imply
an expression of opinion by the WTO Secretariat concerning
the status of any country or territory, or the delimitation of its
frontiers, or sovereignty. The colours, boundaries and names
shown and the designations used on maps in this publication
do not imply any judgment, official endorsement or acceptance
by the WTO Secretariat as to the legal status or frontier of any
territory, or the rights and obligations of any WTO member in
respect of WTO agreements. References and data relating to
territories that are not WTO members or observers in their
own right do not amount to an endorsement as to the WTO
status, if any, of such territories.

Minor discrepancies between constituent figures and
totals are due to rounding.

Closing date for provision of data: 15 May 2017.

Q1, Q2 1st quarter, 2nd quarter
I

break in comparability of data series. Data after
the symbol do not form a consistent series with
those from earlier years.
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