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DATA AVAILABILITY AND TRANSMISSION TO OECD:  YEARLY DATA

Introduction

The database on annual international trade by commodities includes statistics in value and volume on
exports and imports for all of the following reporting entities:  the OECD Member countries, China, Hong
Kong - China and Chinese Taipei.  Data are broken down by partner country (260 different countries) and
by commodity.

Statistics are available:

½ since 1961 in SITC (Standard International Trade Classification) Rev. 2

½ since 1988:

- In the Harmonized System (1988 and 1996 versions)
- SITC Rev. 3

Commodities are presented at the most detailed levels of the respective classifications

Each Member country provides the Secretariat with data classified according to its own classification,
which the OECD then converts to the official classifications.  (The details of this procedure are explained
under Item 5.I of the meeting’s agenda.)

This note explains when and how OECD receives annual foreign trade data by type of commodity, and it
relates the problems encountered and proposes a discussion of how these problems could be resolved.

1. Date of receipt

The wish to incorporate a new classification system (the “Harmonized System”), and the fact that the
OECD has been opening up to new Members since 1994, prompted the Secretariat to devise a new system
for managing annual international trade data by commodity.  Tests were begun in 1996, and the new
system, using a multidimensional database on Oracle Express, has been fully operational since 1997.

Thanks to this new system, which can cope with classifications that are far more precise than the SITC, the
OECD has asked the countries to supply data in either the Harmonized System (six digits) or in Combined
Nomenclature (8, 10 or more digits).  Only three countries have yet to provide the Secretariat with such
data:  Austria and the United Kingdom, for which the Secretariat receives only extra-European data, and
Greece, which has furnished data for years until 1995.  Statistics for these three countries must be taken
from Eurostat’s “Comext” CD-ROM.

However, the introduction of data compiled according to EU definitions creates a bias that the Secretariat
would prefer to eliminate.  Data from the 12 other EU Member States come from national, rather than EU,
sources; they are fully comparable with UNSD data but offer little comparability with the statistics on
Eurostat’s CD-ROM.
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Assessment after three years

The introduction of new hardware and a new data management system required a running-in phase.  In
order to obtain a historical series in the Harmonized System, spanning as long a period as possible,
countries had to provide the Secretariat with data going back to 1988.  As a result, the Secretariat forged
new ties with various institutes in the Member countries.  Thanks to the strengthening of that co-operation,
data transmission has become more automated and increasingly fast.  The data reception period, which
once extended for almost two years, has been shortened considerably.

As shown in the table below, the submission of data for 1996 spanned a 15-month period from March 1997
to May 1998.  This was shortened for 1997 data to about 13 months, with some exceptions.  As the charts
show clearly, a majority of countries have been sending their data to the Secretariat earlier and earlier.

TABLE 1:  RECEPTION BY THE OECD OF DATA
  FOR 1996 AND 1997

Jan Feb M ar Apr M ay Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb M ar Apr M ay
AUS 96 AUS

AUT AUT

BEL 96 BEL

CAN 96 CAN

CHE 96 CH E

CZE 96 CZE

DEU 96 96 DEU

DNK 96 DNK

ESP 96 ESP

FIN 96 FIN

FRA 96 FRA

GBR G BR

G RC G RC

H UN 96 H UN

IRL 96 IRL

ISL 96 ISL

ITA 96 ITA

JPN 96 JPN

K OR 96 K O R

M EX 96 M EX

NLD 96 NLD

NO R 96 NO R

NZL 96 NZL

PO L 96 PO L

PRT 96 PRT

SW E 96 SW E

TUR 96 TUR

USA 96 USA
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BEL 97 97 BEL

CAN 97 CAN
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H UN 97 H UN
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ISL 97 ISL

ITA 97 ITA

JPN 97 JPN

K OR K O R

M EX 97 M EX

NLD NLD

NO R 97 NO R

NZL 97 97 NZL

PO L 97 PO L

PRT 97 PRT

SW E 97 SW E
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As shown in the table below, 84% of the OECD Member countries have provided their 1997 data in the
following twelve months.  This is an improvement over 1996 data, where only 64% of countries provided
their data in the following year.

2. Mode of transmission

Because annual international trade data are extremely voluminous, most of them used to be transmitted on
magnetic tape or cartridges, which were then processed by a mainframe computer.  However, the OECD
decided to abandon this system as from January 1999.  The purpose of the change was to update the
OECD’s database management methods and to open up database systems to new technologies.  All of the
OECD’s statistical databases were therefore migrated from a mainframe to a client-server system.  Since
then, the OECD has not any more readers for magnetic tapes or cartridges.

In 1998, a letter was sent out to all data suppliers to give them sufficient advance notice of the change,
together with a request that they choose a medium other than magnetic tapes for sending data.

Beginning in 1998, some countries that had previously furnished data on magnetic tape or cartridges opted
for compressed files sent over the Internet or on CD-ROMs or diskettes.

The use of tapes and cartridges therefore decreased from over 60% for 1996 data to 26% for 1997 data (see
figure on page 5).  The countries accounting for the remaining 26% would therefore do well to determine
which medium would be best for them (compressed diskette files, CD-ROMs or Internet transmission of
compressed files).  Countries that used to use magnetic tapes have tended to opt for CD-ROMs.
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FIGURE 1:  DATA RECEPTION 1996 AND 1997
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Early submissions of data for 1998 also confirm this trend.

3. Status of data

In order for the international trade by commodities database to be updated as soon as possible, OECD
Member countries use encouraged to provide provisional data, since the new, more efficient, database is
capable of dealing with provisional as well as final data.  Thanks to the production of CD-ROMs that are
updated three times per year, any new data can be incorporated rapidly.  For some countries that send final
data late in the year, provisional data can enable users of annual foreign trade data to prepare their studies
sooner.

For the time being, however, only four reporting countries provide the Secretariat with provisional data
prior to final data:  Australia, the Czech Republic, Germany and Belgium-Luxembourg.

Australia sends revised data after 18 months.  The other three send provisional data during the first quarter
of the following year, and final data later that same year.  The Secretariat has only scant information on the
actual status of the data received from the countries, such as whether they are changed later in the year,
after they are sent.  The Secretariat would therefore like to receive further qualitative information and
explanations from the Member countries.

4. Problems

a) Date of receipt

In respect of statistics for 1996, 57% of the Member countries sent their data to the OECD automatically.
Of the 43% not received, 10% of the data were taken from the Eurostat CD-ROM, for both 1996 and 1997.

Data for 1997 were sent automatically by 65% of the countries.
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FIGURE 2:  MODE OF DATA TRANSMISSION
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For the remaining countries, reminders had to be issued by telephone or through the post.  The proportion
of countries needing reminders dropped from 33% for 1996 data to 17% for 1997 data.  Following such
reminders, most countries respond in time for the OECD to meet the deadlines for its paper and electronic
foreign trade publications.  Because some countries do not reply despite the reminders, however, some
publications are delayed.

The workload of the OECD Publications Service requires scheduling with author units one year in
advance.  In the case of foreign trade statistics, schedules are set very early, because each of the five
volumes of annual foreign trade data publications monopolises one of the Publications Service’s two
printing presses for 15 full days.  Missed deadlines can delay publication for weeks.

The international trade database is accessible directly throughout the OECD.  Data must be rapidly useable
for inclusion in any OECD publication.  This system of in-house distribution makes it possible to
incorporate the statistics into the analysis and working documents of OECD experts.  If even one country is
missing, the foreign trade section is solicited incessantly by analysts of OECD international trade statistics.
As a result, the country in question is generally not included in statistical studies, and it is impossible to
calculate aggregates without resorting to estimates.

b) Content of statistics

Each country uses its own classification system, which can involve six, eight or ten digits.  For this reason,
some commodities do not fit into the official nomenclature.  Prior knowledge of a country’s list of specific
commodities is needed in order to assign those products to an official heading of the Harmonized System.
Some countries change their classification systems from one year to the next.

½ Is it possible to maintain homogeneity over time?

Not all countries necessarily include confidential or secret data at the same level of aggregation.  In order
to be reflected in foreign trade statistics, such data must be incorporated either in the grand total or at a
level of disaggregation that is less precise than six digits.

½ It would be useful to know at which levels countries include confidential data.

Because OECD data are in fact converted from the Harmonized System to the Standard International Trade
Classification, if secret data are included only at a very high level of aggregation they may not be assigned
to the proper SITC code.  The result of the conversion into SITC may differ from what the country itself
publishes.

The majority of European Union countries use only a single unit of quantity (tonne or kilogram).  The
other countries submit volume statistics in different units, which must then be converted into the ones used
by the OECD.  In order to compute a country’s aggregate trade volume, quantities must be estimated and
converted.  Such totals are estimates and intended only as indications.  Consistency over time demands a
certain stability in units, since a change in the unit of quantity used for a sensitive commodity such as oil
can yield radically different results.

½ To ensure that data contain no anomalies, it is necessary to know about any changes that a
Member country may make in respect of a given commodity.

Conclusion: Items for discussion

Thanks to the new database management system that has been used for annual foreign trade statistics since
1997, and to co-operative efforts with the Member countries, problems with data collection, transmission
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and content are being gradually reduced.  The key is consistent exchange of information between the
Secretariat and data suppliers in the Member countries.  However, a number of points still need some
clarification, including:

½ Is each country able to provide a schedule for data transmission?

½ What medium should be used to replace magnetic tape?

½ Which countries are able to supply provisional data before final data, and when can these
figures be sent to the Secretariat?

½ How should confidential data be processed?

½ How can the system of information on data content (quantities, etc.) be improved?


