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QUALITY ASSURANCE, ARRANGEMENTS WITH COMMON QUESTIONNAIRES
AND CONFLICTING STATISTICS

Note by World Trade Organization

The WTO Statistics Division collects and processes statistics on imports and tariffs at tariff-
line level, merchandise trade and trade in commercial services.

Tariffs

Data collection

Submissions for the Integrated Data Base (IDB), comprising tariff-line import and tariff data,
need to be supplied to the WTO by its member countries on an annual basis. Member
countries are not obliged to submit data in a standard questionnaire form (database format) as
long as their submissions contain all the necessary elements that would allow the WTO to
process their data into the standard database format.  Earlier attempts to impose a standard
format resulted in a sharp drop in submissions as countries did not have the technical
resources to convert their own data into the standard format.   Data can be submitted in any
electronic format, via diskette, e-mail or Internet file transfer facility.

Data processing

Submitted data undergo technical verification procedures in the Secretariat to ensure that they
conform with the IDB submission guidelines.  In case of problems national compilers are
contacted and additional information or revised submissions are requested.

Data dissemination

Once the data are processed, country specific database files are posted on the IDB Internet
server.  They are marked as provisional for a period of 60 days and the missions are informed
as soon as their country's files have been posted on the web. After this delay, and if the
country has not requested any modifications, the files are marked as approved. IDB data are
updated on a monthly basis. All data are published on a CD-ROM twice a year. Only officials
from WTO member countries have access to this password-protected site and to the CD-
ROM.

Common questionnaires

The Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) has developed for its region a software tool
for data entry and analysis based on the IDB submission guidelines.  The IADB also receives
and publishes trade and tariff data following (mostly) IDB guidelines. Other regional
organisations as well as UNCTAD collect and sometimes publish similar trade and tariff data.



As long as data are not specifically endorsed by the respective WTO member, they cannot be
used for the IDB.  A systematic comparison of IDB data with other published data has not
been undertaken recently due to resource constraints.  However, import totals are
systematically checked against IMF import figures.

Trade in Merchandise and Commercial Services

Data collection

Data on trade in merchandise trade and commercial services are collected, to the extent
possible, from other international organizations. For example, total merchandise exports and
imports are collected from the IMF as principal source and then complemented by
information from other international organisations such as OECD or FAO, or national
statistics. If required, national authorities are contacted. Where no information is obtained,
estimates are produced.

For a detailed breakdown of merchandise trade by commodity and partner, WTO relies on the
UN Comtrade database for which it has developed its own interface and processing tools.

Data on trade in services are collected from the IMF's Balance-of-Payments database and are
complemented with information from other international organizations, national authorities,
and own estimates.

Data processing

The WTO does not have an influence on the questionnaires of the primary data collectors, nor
does it have access to the raw questionnaire data. Consequently, it needs to rely on metadata
provided by the supplying organizations.

The WTO undertakes intensive plausibility and consistency checks. Data are compared with
previous data and growth rates and shares are calculated for totals and disaggregated data to
identify anomalies and outliers. Problem cases are further checked against metadata provided
by the supplying organization and, if necessary, national authorities are contacted to obtain
additional information. The results of these investigations are communicated to the country
and/or international organization for information and eventual revision of the original figures.

Following the verification process, WTO adjusts data for coverage or mis-allocations of trade
in product groups or partner country attributions to comply with the requirements of the
Secretariat. These adjustments can comprise inclusion of trade of processing zones where not
officially reported, or trade of military goods and non-monetary gold, etc. Other prominent
examples are adjustments of the EU intra-trade and partner country attributions for trade
flowing through Hong Kong, China.

Data dissemination

Methodologies applied by WTO to compile international trade statistics are described in the
technical note of the annual report on International Trade Statistics. Deviations for individual
countries from these standards are indicated through footnotes.



International efforts to enhance data quality

As the WTO is the convenor of the Task Force on International Trade Statistics, efforts of
this group to enhance data quality are shortly described here. Activities cover the comparison
of annual totals of merchandise trade between the IMF's International Financial Statistics
publication and the UN's Monthly Bulletin of Statistics and Comtrade aiming at aligning
these values to the extent possible. The EU is to provide harmonised detailed statistics for the
EU as a whole, intra and extra, to other international organizations in order to reduce
differences in data published by various international organizations. To reduce the response
burden of national authorities, OECD and UN are to exchange detailed trade data. To provide
users with a unique data set on merchandise trade, ITC and WTO are jointly investigating the
possibility of creating a web-site with commonly accepted aggregate exports and imports by
country.


