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Alignment of the annual merchandise trade totals in the UNSD trade databases

For the last several years UNSD has reported to the Task Force comparisons of aggregated trade in Comtrade and MBS. This time UNSD reports its strategy to align the annual merchandise trade totals in the UNSD trade databases. 
Comparison of totals 

1.
The UNSD maintains two trade databases containing annual total imports and exports - UN Comtrade and Total Trade. Total Trade stores monthly, quarterly and annual totals. These are published in the Monthly Bulletin of Statistics (MBS). Annual totals of UN Comtrade and of Total Trade are periodically compared. This is a comparison between two different data collection systems. The Comtrade data consist of detailed trade statistics at the 6-digit or more detailed level of the commodity classification. These data are sent by either the national statistical office or the statistical unit of the customs office. The Total Trade data are mainly sourced from the IMF with some additional data being compiled from the national publications and/or obtained from countries via the MBS questionnaire.
2.
The purpose of making these comparisons is to detect and solve differences. In practice, only a relatively small number of differences are eliminated each year. Whereas this is an important achievement in its own right, it still means that the annual total trade figures published in the MBS and available in UN Comtrade almost never match. 

3.
UNSD is changing its policy with regard to annual totals and takes the position that for each country or area it will have the same US dollar annual totals both in UN Comtrade and in Total Trade. The totals will be taken from the authoritative national sources.  To achieve this goal UNSD is preparing an annual totals table, which will be published in the MBS and to which the UN Comtrade totals will be adjusted. 

4.
The identification of the appropriate national sources and compilation of the annual totals from them will be an effort involving consultations with the interested Task Force members.

5.
As a consequence of this strategy, trade totals in UN Comtrade will be aligned with annual totals available in Total Trade and published in the MBS. If the UN Comtrade totals are relatively close to the official totals, then an adjustment will be made to the UN Comtrade totals to make them coincide. If UN Comtrade totals are very different, new data files will be requested from the country or area. If UN Comtrade totals are very different and new data files – including the missing information – cannot be obtained, then an adjustment will be made to the UN Comtrade totals with appropriate explanation in the meta-data.
OECD totals
6.
In close cooperation with OECD efforts have been made and will be furthered to arrive at agreed upon totals, initially for the period 1999 to 2003. These totals will be reflected in UN Comtrade. To bridge large discrepancies between reported detailed trade statistics and the aggregated totals, OECD member states have been requested to provide also HS 2-digit data with complete partner breakdown (see the joint UNSD-OECD report under agenda point 5c for more information). Explicit discussions on the official annual merchandise trade totals will be held with OECD member states at the 6th ITS/TIS OECD meeting in September 2005.
Non-OECD totals

7.
One of the starting points in the compilation of the annual totals table for non-OECD countries and areas is the work which has already been done in collaboration with WTO on the Common Data Set. In recent exchanges between WTO and UNSD on this topic, UNSD agreed to update totals for about 64 countries or areas, mostly in accordance with more recently published data by IMF. Those totals will be reviewed again as soon as UNSD receives responses from countries to an explicit request for trade totals which has been sent out at the beginning of March 2005 (in conjunction with the request for the 2004 detailed trade statistics).
Conclusions and Time Table
8.
Within the boundaries of the frameworks set by the cooperation between OECD and UNSD and by the cooperation on the Common Data Set, UNSD will compile an annual totals table (initially for the period 1999-2003) which will be published in the MBS and which will be reflected in the UN Comtrade database. We intend to complete the synchronization of annual merchandise trade totals published by UNSD before the end of 2005. The review and updating of the annual totals will be an activity repeated on a quarterly basis. 
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