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INTERNATIONAL TRADE STATISTICS MEETING

OECD, 8-9 JUNE 1999

MINUTES OF THE MEETING

1.� Opening

Mr. Louis Kincannon, Chief Statistician of OECD, welcomed the participants.  He explained why OECD
had  decided to hold  this first trade statistics meeting.  There were two main reasons:  first, trade matters
play an increasingly important role in OECD’s economic analysis and continue to rank high on the
international agenda.  Second, OECD’s Statistics Directorate has completely modernised its trade database
by migrating from a mainframe to a client/server architecture.  This modernisation has had very positive
effects on the efficiency of database management routines and has also led to a complete overhaul of
existing calculation and processing routines, resulting in a general improvement in the quality of calculated
data.  He lastly pointed out that the proposed agenda was rich in substance because it marks the beginning
of a renewed interest in this subject matter and provides a complete and detailed overview of how
statistical issues are addressed at OECD.

Mr. Paul McCarthy, Head of the National Accounts Division and Chairman of the meeting, explained
procedural and practical aspects of the meeting.

Mr. Andreas Lindner, Head of the Trade and Agriculture Section, gave a brief overview of the sequence of
agenda items and their main purpose.

Thirty country delegates, representatives from 6 international organisations, and 4 OECD Directorates in
addition to the Statistics Directorate attended the meeting.

2.� Adoption of the provisional agenda

The provisional agenda was adopted.

3.� Data availability and transmission to OECD

I)� Yearly data (document STD/NA(99)5)

The Secretariat presented the scope of yearly trade data held, its sources and time of reception.  It was
stressed that 86 % of all data originates from national sources and that the time lag between reference year
and transmission to OECD could be considerably shortened.  OECD receives now data from about half of
all countries within 6 months following the reference year;  this percentage was 20 % only two years ago.
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The mode of data transmission is clearly moving towards CD-ROMs and electronic transmission of
compressed files using Internet.

The Secretariat asked participants about the possibility of having provisional data before final data become
available.  Most countries are in a position to do so and OECD will follow up on this and ask Member
countries to transmit a time schedule for transmission of both provisional and final data.  A fixed and
optimised time schedule would also help OECD to further accelerate the production cycle of yearly trade
statistics.  But this requires firm advance planning and co-ordination with OECD’s publication service,
which has to know well in advance where to slot in both paper and CD-ROM publications, which by their
sheer size occupy significant resources of the publication service.

The need for more descriptive notes and methodological explanations was highlighted.  Countries were
encouraged to attach more information on the content of data files (e.g. data status) and any changes with
respect to previous transmissions (e.g. new classification, new specific codes, changes in units for
quantities, etc.).  To be aware of changes in data content and presentation, the Secretariat would need
updated and detailed descriptive notes, which should automatically be attached to the data file.

II)� Monthly data (document STD/NA(99)6)

The Secretariat presented the content, data reception status and mode of data submission of monthly trade
data.  Since this type of statistics crucially depends on data “freshness” and  modern data transmission
media, a strong plea was made by the Secretariat to delegates to facilitate the work of OECD by a more
regular and early transmission of data using electronic support plus explanatory notes on any changes (e.g.
methodology, classification, base year changes, etc.).  Resource constraints make it more and more
difficult for OECD to process monthly data  in forms other than electronic media or through Internet.  In
particular detailed data by partner country, which is still sent by some Member countries on paper, should
be transmitted electronically because of its size.

As for yearly data, transmission delays have generally improved and OECD is in a position to release
timely and relevant monthly statistics.  However, too many countries have still not automated their data
supply and need to be reminded to send updates.  This leads to delays in the monthly production schedule
and also means that some information, which is available in a country, can not be given to OECD analysts
and the general public.  Since more and more countries make databases available on a dedicated Website,
the Secretariat would like to further intensify its use of this medium and countries are asked to signal to
OECD any new additions or new services in this respect.

4.� Country reports (posted on dedicated Website http://www.oecd.org/std/ITS_99.htm)

The Secretariat had asked participating countries to prepare a report on their statistical system, recent
developments and future plans, based upon a standard framework provided.  The response was extremely
positive;  all but one country submitted a report.  The reports constitute a first solid basis for establishing
standard methodological notes per country, highlighting similarities and differences amongst OECD
countries.  They will be further developed (and possibly extended) in close co-operation with member
countries.

Country delegates presented the main issues raised in their respective reports.  The following remarks
highlight some key points made.

Germany:  Use of Internet will be intensified and extended this year.  Electronic data reception and
dissemination  are strategic objectives.  Another aim is the reduction of associated expenses.  Germany
publishes both community and national statistics, the latter being sent to OECD.
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Belgium:  Has applied the community concept since 1998.  It is difficult to correctly measure trade flows.
Intrastat poses a number of problems:  Rapidity;  Intrastat data takes longer to compile (10 weeks) than
extra-community data (6 weeks).  There is a quality problem with some of the data, which is also the case
for mirror statistics.  ARIMA modelling is used to generate complete and timely data.  The intention was
mentioned to incorporate trade data in BoP and NA data.

The Netherlands:  Intra-EU trade is estimated to cover 61 % of imports and 78 % of exports.  Customs-
based data before 1993 was judged to be reliable, detailed, and of good quality.  Since 1993, numerous
problems have arisen with respect to coverage, timeliness and consistency of data.  Adjustments for non-
response are necessary.  Some 31% of Netherlands exports are re-exports.  Future plans include lowering
response burden, to improve monthly aggregates, to integrate trade in services into manufacturing trade
and to make increasing use of Internet.

Canada:  Numerous quality checks are carried out, including audits (field visits to companies).  A rapid
reporting system has been set up for a sample of 300-400 businesses using Internet.  Data contents have
been improved by inclusion of weight data.  Future plans include coping with the increasing use of just in
time transactions with low values and raising of the reporting thresholds to reduce response burden.  North
American countries will report trade data according to NAICS from 2000 onwards to provide closer links
with industry data.

Denmark:  Has released since 1997 quarterly data quality reports via Internet, which will become the
principal dissemination medium in the future, both in terms of access and subscription.  Studies are
currently being carried out to improve the quality of Intrastat statistics by looking at the connection to
international financial transactions.

United States:  Uses different classification codes for imports and exports, the former being more detailed
as it includes information needed for implementing and monitoring trade agreements, duties and quotas.
New and user-friendly data products were released in conjunction with Stat-USA and Statistics Canada.
Efforts are underway to automate collection procedures.  Plans include expanding the use of Internet for
both data collection and dissemination.

Finland:  Both Community and national systems are maintained in parallel.  Detailed yearly data are
available around mid-March the following year, monthly data after 10 weeks.  Mainframe system will
migrate next year to a client/server platform.  A dedicated Website is in place.  Detailed trade statistics on
the Web on a chargeback basis will be presented at the next ISI meeting in Helsinki.

France:  Intention is to simplify the work of enterprises through computerisation and the use of Minitel.
Online declarations will be possible as of next year.  Much attention is paid to data quality and numerous
field visits to enterprises are carried out.  Data access is facilitated through the use of CD-ROMs, Minitel
and Internet.  The latter currently offers some 30000 time series over 10 years for 100 products and is
intended to cover the entire database in the year 2000.

Hungary:  An effort is underway to harmonise data with the EU.  Custom-based external trade statistics
are to be harmonised with both UN and EU requirements.  Mirror statistics are currently studied in co-
operation with Eurostat.  The HCSO maintains an Internet site with first release data and main
publications.

Ireland:  Trade statistics are, in general, of better quality for external trade than for internal trade.
Statistical issues intended to be addressed include the raising of thresholds, resolving discrepancies in
mirror statistics, improving timeliness of data availability, refining of price index numbers and to offer
detailed data access on the Web.
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Iceland:  A new SQL-based computer system has been implemented for trade statistics.  A data release
calendar is available on a Website and data highlights are publicised through press releases and the
publication of key figures.  Iceland will continue to rely on customs-based statistics and intends to
electronically collect all data by the year 2000.  Use of Internet will expand significantly.

Poland:  There are no provisional yearly data, but provisional monthly estimates are available.  Use and
presentation of data using Internet has been set up.

Italy:  Detailed annual data are available after 10 months following the reference year.  Monthly
aggregates are available after 4 weeks for external trade and 7-8 weeks for internal trade.  Detailed
monthly data needs additional 2 months before availability.  Work is being carried out to re-calculate index
numbers.  New data dissemination tools are available (data warehouse).

Czech Republic:  Methodology applied is - with minor exceptions - compatible with Eurostat as far as
external trade with third countries is concerned.  At present, customs statistics will remain the only data
source.  Use of Internet for data dissemination, but not for data collection, is envisaged.

United Kingdom:  Research work is being carried out to produce regional statistics, data on currency of
invoicing and smuggling and to improve price and volume indices.  The need was stressed for International
Organisations to work together on the various classification issues.  Data dissemination on Internet raises
the question of balance, that is how much should be free and how much on a charge basis and for whom.

Switzerland:  SWISS IMPEX, the Swiss trade database on Internet, was described.  By the end of this year
it will also include unit value calculations.  The monthly trade statistics publication will be discontinued.

Sweden:  A switch is being made from a mainframe computer to an SQL server (SAS) and from tape to
online dissemination.  Monthly statistics are available after 11 weeks and there are plans to shorten the
time lag for detailed yearly data to 6 months after the reference year.

Turkey:  Data on quantities contains errors.  It is planned to make use of Internet as a data access tool on a
charge basis.

China (Observer status):  The Chinese trade data follow UN recommendations and publish data
according to HS/SITC nomenclatures.  A monthly trade publication is issued.  Internet is used for making
aggregated data available and it is intended to post more data on it.  ORACLE is used as the database
platform.  Methodological issues include shadow trade, trade index numbers and discrepancies in bilateral
trade data reported with other countries.

The chairman summarised the very rich information presented by country delegates.  He highlighted the
diverse range of organisational forms in Member countries and the particular aspects associated with EU
countries (community versus national territory).  Respondent load has increased in a number of countries, a
problem that could be discussed at another trade meeting to be convened in the future.  The use of and
dissemination via Internet is increasing drastically, a phenomenon which can be welcomed because it
allows real time and low cost access to data.  The linkages of trade with BoP and NA deserve further
investigation.

Four issues for possible future study were identified:  Price deflators, ARIMA modelling for timely data,
the effects of smuggling, and the reconciliation of mirror statistics.
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5.� OECD’s new Trade Database System

I)� Presentation of new features (document STD/NA(99)8)

This agenda item was divided into four parts:

�� A summary of main migration objectives and characteristics of the new system;
�� OECD’s work on yearly trade data;
��  OECD’s work on monthly trade data;
�� The underlying IT system.

The Secretariat explained in some more detail the underlying rationale for the modernisation of OECD’s
trade database system, namely to rationalise and optimise data processing, pre-press production of
publications and dissemination and direct internal and external access.  This translated into six objectives,
which were

�� To achieve more with less resources;
�� To use a new standard platform and software;
�� To support additional reporting countries;
�� To manage a growing number of classifications;
��  To improve the functionality of database management and to offer direct access to OECD staff;
��  To use modern data dissemination software (CD-ROMs and Internet).

The Secretariat explained in detail how these objectives were attained using Oracle/Express and other
software for the full range of data processing routines.  The positive impact on outputs was particularly
stressed.  The production cycle for paper publications was accelerated from a delay of 18-24 months after
the last reference year to 6-8 months and is now synchronised with the issuing of the electronic CD-ROM
versions (ITCS).  This was possible through a significant reduction in the time required to update
individual countries, the improvement and automation of validation routines and the possibilities offered
by the system to estimate quantities at the aggregate level.  The automation of production of both CD-
ROMs and paper publications now allows offering users a variety of products in time.

The presentation was followed by an online demonstration of how the annual working environment
functions.

A detailed description was also given concerning monthly data.  The review and improvement of statistical
routines was stressed (e.g. switch to X12 for seasonal adjustment, coherent linking of indices), resulting in
an improvement in statistical accuracy.  Each month, more than 21000 series are updated and published in
a paper publication and on a new CD-ROM.  This presentation, too, was followed by an online
demonstration.

The last part of this agenda item consisted of a comprehensive overview of the underlying system
architecture and the complexity of data processes and recalculations.  The system manages some
450 million items of official raw data.  Each year, 18 million are added, resulting in 59 million data points
in the derived harmonised nomenclatures (HS and SITC), and 8 million of metadata are added.

The system benefits were highlighted (data integrity, no duplication, data quality, permanent availability,
and reliability).  The system allows data warehousing (all data and metadata available online), data and
graph viewing, on-the-fly computations, data analysis and data mining.

A live demonstration showed participants how OECD users can access the database and which operations
they can perform to tailor and extract data to their needs.
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The above presentations were very well received and participants showed interest in following up on this
issue with the Secretariat with the aim of exchanging experiences.

Since OECD has recently opted for one standard dissemination software (Beyond 20/20 from Ivation) for
all electronic data products, a representative from Ivation gave a detailed demonstration of the various
possibilities offered by the software.  This presentation generated interest from several participants.

II)� New data dissemination products (document STD/NA(99)9)

The Secretariat described in some detail the contents of OECD’s trade data dissemination products,
covering both yearly and monthly data and paper publications and CD-ROMs.  Concerning yearly data, 5
voluminous paper publications are released each year, covering values of SITC commodities (one and two
digits), 260 partner countries and the 6 latest available years.  Each of the first 4 volumes presents data for
7 countries by order of arrival and the fifth volume presents calculated country groupings.  It was stressed
that OECD is issuing two of the five volume sets this year to catch up to the new production cycle.

The electronic equivalent of the above (but containing much more data) are the ITCS CD-ROMs (ITCS =
International trade by commodities statistics).  They cover 31 reporting countries, all commodities in both
values and quantities, 260 partner countries and the latest 10 years available.  Three CD-ROM sets are
produced:  HS Rev 1, SITC Rev. 2 and SITC Rev 3.

The monthly data products have been entirely redesigned (following feedback received from the OECD
client survey).  The monthly paper publication has been streamlined for better readability, and key trends
and indicators have been added.  A major innovation was the issuing of a new monthly CD-ROM as of
January 1999. This electronic version presents longer time series of “Monthly Statistics of Foreign Trade”
and offers two formats for both easier visualisation and bulk downloading.

The above range of dissemination products certainly is a fairly complete one, giving users a comprehensive
picture of OECD trade flows.  Suggestions from users have been taken on board and incorporated to the
extent possible.

III)� International Trade Statistics on Internet (document STD/NA(99)10)

A representative from OECD’s Information Technology and Network Services (ITN) provided background
information about the context in which OECD is facilitating the access to official statistical information
through the use of Internet technologies.  The importance of IT in underpinning strategic objectives of the
organisation was stressed.

Following the decision to have one data dissemination software for all products, OECD started to work
with the editor of this software to work out access mechanisms to Beyond 20/20 data files using Internet
technology.  The “Web Data Server Pilot” used trade data for alpha and beta testing.  The assumption was
that if the WDS Pilot could handle such a large and complex database, it could also be expanded to other
OECD data files.  The testing has been successful and the data dissemination on Internet will be gradually
implemented (after internal testing) also for other OECD statistics.

A live demonstration was given of the WDS, with particular emphasis on built-in features such as
customised table selection and pivoting.

6.� Improving the content of International Trade Statistics

I)� Results of the OECD client survey (document STD/NA(99)11)
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The Secretariat reported on the outcome of a trade statistics client survey, launched in early 1998 to help
OECD to optimise trade statistics products.  This user-oriented approach provided some interesting
feedback about the usefulness and pertinence of various trade data and helped, in particular, to steer the re-
design of monthly trade statistics.  Concerning monthly data, there was strong support for both paper and
CD-ROM products.  Subscribers expressed strongest support for monthly data by partner counties,
followed by SITC sections.

Concerning yearly statistics, a majority of subscribers wished that the paper publications continue to be
published and an overwhelming part voiced strong support for the CD-ROM sets of ITCS.  The Secretariat
will study the feasibility of incorporating a number of suggested improvements.  All in all, customers were
satisfied and the wish was also expressed to complement the CD-ROMs by direct access through Internet.

II)� Uses of trade statistics (document STD/NA(99)12)

In recognition of the need to ensure a close and co-operative interaction between data suppliers and users,
the Secretariat had asked four OECD Directorates to comment on their uses of trade data.  Similarly, some
external users were asked to do the same.

The results of this sample of uses are encouraging:  trade data are used for a wide range of analytical work
and often constitute a key ingredient for economic analysis.

The Economics Department considers trade statistics as a vital part of its monitoring and analysis of
macroeconomic developments in individual OECD economies and the world economy.  Three broad and
inter-related uses of trade statistics were identified:

�� The role of trade in OECD projections for the Economic Outlook;  the monthly statistics of foreign
trade represent a major source of timely and consistent data.

�� The Interlink macroeconomic model of the world economy:  OECD trade statistics are the primary
source for the trade component of examining how a shock to one economy can have repercussions on
others.  For Non-OECD reporting countries, use is made of UNSD’s COMTRADE database.

�� An important data source for one-off analyses:  examples given include the extensive use made of
monthly trade statistics in an analysis of the trade implications of the recent Asian crisis for OECD
countries and the use of annual trade data in a simulation concerning direct effects of oil price changes.

The Trade Directorate is a regular and frequent user of OECD’s trade statistics and also uses data from
UNSD and the WTO.  The user friendliness of the direct OECD data access was underlined.  The data
feeds into substantive studies as well as into special studies.

A major co-operation project between the Trade Directorate, the Statistics Directorate and ITN was
outlined.  It consists of merging the trade data flows with tariff information (including also non-tariff
barriers) with the aim to develop an analytical tool for a full range of possible applications and -more
generally- to increase OECD’s analytical capacity in this field.  This project will be carried out this year
with a more limited focus and expanded in 2000/2001.

The Trade Directorate would also welcome the possibility to access data for non-OECD reporter countries
in a similar way, as is the case for OECD.

The Directorate for Science, Technology and Industry uses extensively annual foreign trade data, which
form an integral part of DSTI’s database work and feed in original or converted form into key databases
such as

�� The Structural Analysis (STAN) database for industrial analysis
�� The Bilateral trade database (BTB) for industrial analysis
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as well as some others.

Original and/or derived trade data is published in flagship publications, such as

�� The Science, Technology and Industry Outlook;
�� Science, technology and Industry:  scoreboard of Indicators;
�� The OECD Communications Outlook.

The directorate is generally very happy with the new FTS system in place.  Suggested improvements
include

�� The possibility to perform bulk data extractions;
�� The availability of data in ISIC Rev. 3 (planned for autumn 1999);
�� The availability of volume data/unit value indices (ISIC Rev. 3).

The Directorate for Food, Agriculture and Fisheries stated that the FTS system has served them very
well and is used for a variety of key activities and publications, such as the AGLINK model and the yearly
Agricultural Outlook and Monitoring and Evaluation publications.

Desired improvements include data below the 6-digit level (which is difficult, because these data are not
internationally comparable) and more details on volume data.

The Directorate has launched a co-operation project with several OECD countries to build up a database to
assess market access commitments.  Such an analytical tool would allow studying and evaluating the
agreement on agriculture, which concluded the Uruguay Round discussion and help in the analysis of
future negotiations.

Concerning fisheries, a representative from the directorate stressed the usefulness of the FTS database and
welcomed the improvements made with respect to direct access.  He stressed that the data available will be
intensively used for future database and analytical work on market liberalisation issues and the study of
world fish flows.  Amendments to the database to include tariff lines would be welcomed.  The availability
of a centrally kept and accessible database is a core issue for the work of the directorate.

The WTO described its analytical and statistical work and stressed the importance for comparable data
from countries with metadata.  They are needed for WTO work on agreement monitoring, negotiation
rounds, dispute settlements and the review of national trade policies.  WTO uses two data sources:  formal
and informal.  The formal data sources are Member governments.  Their submissions of tariff and import
data are standardized by the Secretariat, certified by the reporting member and then loaded into the WTO
Integrated Data Base.  Informal sources are used for studies and reports and come primarily from
international data sources (e.g. IMF, UNSD, OECD, FAO), supplemented by national statistics and
Secretariat estimates.

OPEC uses OECD’s ITCS CD-ROMs for its macroeconomic database (26 aggregated products) and the
OPEC World Energy Model (OWEM).  Inter-regional trade between non-OECD countries is collected
from various other sources or estimated.  OPEC would like to have access to non-OECD countries in a
similar way as for ITCS.

The German Institute for Economic Research (DIW) has been using OECD foreign trade data for
decades for a broad range of studies on the determinants of the international division of labour and its
impact on the performance of national economies.  The delegate stressed that OECD is providing a useful
public good, although the change from magnetic tapes to CD-ROMs caused a number of problems.  A
general problem identified was the lack of reliability of “quantity” items (illustrated in some depth by
bilateral mirror statistics of quantities traded at the 6-digit level of HS).  Unit value analysis is an important
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research theme in the institute (inter alia to separate high from medium and low price markets) and OECD
and other International Organisations were encouraged to further improve the situation by doing more
work on this issue.  DIW was supportive of the analytical trade and tariff database envisaged by the Trade
Directorate, a project that seems to point in the right direction.

The ECLAC presented the database BADECEL that contains trade data for countries of Latin America.
Sources of data are national plus international organisations (UNSD in particular).  Timeliness of data
supply has improved, although some of the Caribbean countries still have considerable backlogs.
Problems identified relate to incorrect volume figures and data inconsistencies and discrepancies.
Difficulties also arise with estimating unit value indices, due in particular to unrecorded quality changes,
difficulties of aggregating industrial products and the measurement of technological change.

III)� Statistical issues (document STD/NA(99)13)

The Secretariat summarised various statistical issues, which need to be resolved.  They can be grouped into

�� The necessity to elaborate standard descriptive notes covering a description of the trade system,
terms, statistical territory, exceptions from international rules, statistical thresholds, method of data
collection, re-imports and re-exports, provisional data and the treatment of confidential data.

�� Unit values indices:  how to measure price and weight effects, determination of quantity data and the
limits, relative price methodology.

�� Classification issues:  which classification is to be used for historical series?  How to integrate the
different amendments to the Harmonised system into the database?  The necessity to update the
conversion from product-based to activity-based to ISIC Revision 3.

a)� There is clear evidence that statistical thresholds are not only different across countries, but may also
differ by partner country for one reporting country (this is the case e.g. for Finland where the threshold
is 3000 FIM for Non EU partners and 600 000 FIM for Intrastat).  Agreement was reached that
(following interventions from The Netherlands, Greece and Belgium) a study on threshold
harmonisation be carried out under the auspices of Eurostat.  OECD will take up this question with
non-EU Members of OECD to ensure global consistency and transparency.

b)� The delegate from Eurostat commented that the figures published by Eurostat for trade between the EU
and the rest of the world are on a net EU basis (i.e., excluding trade between EU Member states).
Since the balance computed as an aggregation of national trade data double-counts some extra trade
flows, he considered the EU trade balance as computed by Eurostat using a harmonised method to be
the correct one.  He stated that Eurostat is ready to provide detailed EU trade information to the OECD
and all other interested international organisations following a standard framework and timetable given
to the reporting countries.  It was pointed out that this (net) trade data compiled by Eurostat can be
used when the EU is considered as a single bloc.

The need for individual EU country details (in addition to net community-based statistics) clearly
continues for economic analysis of individual countries and for purposes such as producing national
accounts for individual EU countries.  It is also evidenced by the statements made under the item "uses"
and both the OECD’s and UNSD’s preference to rely on this data in addition to a community-based total
provided by Eurostat.  This "dual track" approach was also presented and discussed at the last meeting of
the Task Force on International Trade Statistics last March in Washington.

The question then arose as to what extent EU countries may be in a position to provide customs-based
statistics in addition to  trade between the EU as a whole and the rest of the world.  EU participants were
asked by the Secretariat to comment on their ability to provide both data sets:
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�� United Kingdom:  separate data continues to be needed and the UK will continue to be able to provide
customs-based EU trade data.

�� Belgium:  Since 1998 only one set of community-based data.

�� Finland:  As for the UK, both data sets will be maintained.

�� Germany:  Both data sets.

�� France:  As in the case of Germany and the UK, a national data set is kept for specific needs in
addition to community-based data.

�� Italy:  Only one (community) version of data.

�� Sweden:   For the time being, both sets of data are needed and kept but this may change in the future.

�� Denmark:  No plans to change current practice to collect and publish both data sets.

�� The Netherlands:  Like Denmark, both data sets are kept.

�� Ireland:  Like Denmark and The Netherlands, both data sets are kept.

c)� Provisional and final data:  The Secretariat had expressed the wish to obtain - wherever possible- both
provisional and final data from Member countries.  Most countries are in a position to do so and the
proposal of OECD was accepted to officially write to Member countries to

�� Obtain a provisional annual data set, followed later by the final data set.
�� Establish a timetable for regular data transmission to OECD.

d)� Confidential data and estimates:  Participants agreed to the OECD proposal to follow up bilaterally on
this issue and to contribute to the establishment of standard descriptive notes about national practices
with respect to the treatment of confidential data and estimation procedures.

e)� Unit values:  The importance of improving statistical accuracy was acknowledged.  Some
organisations, institutes and statistical offices (as in the UK) are already working on this issue.  OECD
could co-operate with some countries, Task Force members and institutes to shed further light on the
issue and to develop more satisfactory solutions.

f)� The representative from WCO gave a presentation on the likely next amendments to the Harmonised
System’s Revision 2002.  Changes concern mostly agriculture, environment and technology.

Opinions were divided as to which SITC classification was best for long time series.

7.� International co-ordination

I)� Improved data sharing amongst International Organisations and reduction of reporting
burden on Member countries (document STD/NA(99)14

The representative of UNSD explained the co-operative effort underway between UNSD and OECD to
move towards data sharing to alleviate the response burden of countries and to better focus resources of the
two organisations.  A detailed data comparison, carried out in 1998 and which continues this year, has
given encouraging results so far.  It was concluded that the data is substantially the same for both
organisations and those differences detected were essentially due to different status and/or timing of
detailed annual data transmissions and/or the treatment of confidential data.
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UNSD has made the decision that, in principle, it will cease to ask for trade data from OECD countries
(which it will receive directly from OECD) and will announce this decision by end 1999 to OECD
countries.

This evaluation study is part of a broader setting, which includes system aspects.  UNSD is studying
OECD’s client/server system for international trade statistics with the prospect to eventually adopt it or
adapt it to its own needs.  It may be possible to move towards one shared database, jointly managed by
both organisations, which contains one common data set.

Concerning Eurostat, both organisations continue to evaluate similarities and differences in data.  UNSD
stressed the differences in concept of community-based statistics and stated that the issues raised by OECD
in this regard were the same for UNSD and that their interest coincides with OECD’s.

II)� The Trade Task Force (document STD/NA(99)15)

The representative from WTO (the convenor of Task Force meetings) reported on the work carried out by
the group, which covers all International Organisations, involved in trade statistics issues.  The last
meeting of this group took place in Washington (8-10 March 1999).  The overall goal of this group is to
co-ordinate work across organisations, to discuss statistical, methodological and conceptual issues, and to
ensure as far as feasible harmonised and homogeneous approaches by the different organisations.  It was
stressed that this group works well and has an established record of achievements.

III)� Electronic Discussion Group “International Trade Statistics” (document STD/NA(99)16)

The Secretariat reported on the background, purpose and features of this tool.  Following WTO’s proposal
to the Task Force to set up an electronic facility for exchanging information on merchandise trade
statistics, OECD volunteered to host the site since it is using already this feature for a large number of
working groups.

The EDG is jointly managed by the WTO and the OECD.  It allows Task Force Members to exchange
information and documents on a variety of subjects, using advanced view and search functions.  This
facility can be seen as a shared folder, although its functionality goes far beyond that.  It is hoped that the
forum - which just has been set up - will develop over time into a common repository of a wealth of
documentation, reference material and analytical papers.

8.� Future plans

Participants welcomed the opportunity this meeting provided to discuss foreign trade issues.  Interest was
expressed in maintaining the momentum gained through the organisation of other meetings in the future.
Due to resource constraints, a 12 months interval is not feasible, while a 2-year interval seems to be too
long.  As a compromise, a meeting in about 18 months time is envisaged.  The next meeting, which could
be held in November 2000, should focus on statistical and methodological questions to be treated more in
depth.

Concerning the next meeting, the Chairman proposed that countries help the Secretariat through the
preparation of identified issue papers.  Also a lead country approach could be envisaged, under which a
country takes responsibility for a specific issue to be covered with the help of other countries and the
OECD.

Proposed issues for discussion at the next meeting include:

�� Modelling of trade
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�� Mirror statistics
�� Pricing
�� Unit values
�� Coverage (thresholds, smuggling, e-commerce)
�� Extra/Intra trade

The Secretariat will come up with a more formal proposal for a future agenda after comments are received
by Member countries.

In the meantime, the Secretariat will follow up with countries on the establishment of standard descriptive
notes, the completion of country reports, a timetable for provisional and final data transmission to OECD
and the national practices with regard to confidentiality and estimating procedures.

The Chairman thanked participants for their attendance and input and closed the meeting.


