

28 February 2005


______________________________________________________________________

[image: image3.png]


United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs
     Statistics Division
     International Trade Statistics Branch

______________________________________________________________________

Task Force on International Merchandise Trade Statistics

Bangkok, 15-17 March 2005

item 4g of the provisional agenda

COMTRADE: Status, Usage and EDP strategies

As requested by the Task Force members at last year’s meeting in Addis Ababa, this report contains a full section on the issue of the transfer of data from the Comtrade server database to the various international agencies. The usual sections on data availability, collection and usage have therefore been shortened.
Comtrade Data Collection 
1.
OECD and UNSD will send at the beginning of March 2005, a joint letter to all OECD member states requesting provisional and final trade data for 2004. Similarly to last year when the first joint letter was sent the request contains an annex outlining in detail the requirements for the dataset. In addition, all OECD member states were requested to submit release dates and send HS 2-digit data fully broken down by partner (see also the UNSD/OECD report under agenda item 5c). 

2.
Also in March 2005, UNSD will send to all non-OECD countries and areas a letter requesting provisional and final trade data for 2004 and other years, if applicable. The letter was accompanied by the same data requirements as sent to the OECD countries and included a request for the submission of official totals of the last 5 years.

Comtrade Data Availability

3.
A total of 127 countries or areas had sent their 2003 data by the end of 2004, which is 15 more than for the 2002 data a year earlier (29 countries or areas improved their timeliness and 14 deteriorated in that respect). In addition, the coverage for the most recent 2 and 3 years improved again (see table1).
Table 1

Number of country periods available

as of 31 December of each year

	Period
2004

	2003
	2002
	2001
	2000
	1999

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Most recent year of data           127
	112
	105
	 109
	 100
	  78

	Most recent 2 years of data       274
	246
	237
	 233
	 211
	181

	Most recent 3 years of data       429
	395
	372
	 357
	 334
	 291


4.
For 31 countries or areas, more than one year of data was added to Comtrade in 2004 (a total of 85 new country periods), filling in old gaps and bringing data more up to date.  Please see Annex 1 for the details.
Comtrade Usage 
5.
As mentioned in the joint OECD-UNSD report under Task Force item 5c, further progress has been made in developing a data processing system for Comtrade on a server system which will result in the elimination of the mainframe Comtrade database. A strict deadline of 31 December 2005 has been set for cancellation of mainframe services. All users are encouraged to seek server based solutions for data extractions and manipulations which are currently still done on the mainframe.
6.
The weekly access of different users to UN Comtrade has increased from 1,000 last year to 1,500 this year; the monthly number rose from 3,000 users to about 4,500. Of these 4,500 different users about 90% are guest users which use the database for free.
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As can be seen in the inserted graph, there is a corresponding increase in the number of data queries per month from about 100,000 data queries per month a year ago to about 150,000 data queries now. 

Comtrade Data Transfer 
7.
For data extraction and transfer UN Comtrade offers currently two publicly available ways for data download:
a) Direct download; in this case the data query is submitted directly to the server and the user waits while it is being executed. Upon completion the user can click download which will transfer the data directly to his or her PC. The download limit for such transfer is set at 150,000 records.
b) Batch download; in this case the data query is sent to the server (as a so-called batch job) and will be executed at a convenient time for the server. Meanwhile the user can proceed with other work. The user will be warned by e-mail and via the Batch monitor facility on UN Comtrade when the batch job has finished. By clicking on the provided URL the data transfer process is initiated (via http protocol). The download limit in this case is set at 20,000,000 records.

8.
Batch jobs are recommended for data queries which are CPU time intensive (involving calculations for country groups and/or commodity groups) or involve very large data sets. 

Comtrade Data Transfer via Web Services

9.
A more advanced way of transferring large amounts of UN Comtrade data is via the so-called Comtrade Web Services. For data transfer between UNSD and the international partner agencies, these web services could eventually become the standard. As indicated in the picture of Annex 2, we are currently testing three ways of data transfer via web services: 
a) By entering a URL in the browser address box. As shown in the picture of Annex 2, Organization #1 has organized its data transfer by connecting to the internet and obtaining trade data using the internet browser. The data are saved as an XML-file.

b) By using the ComtradeTools application. Organization #2 uses the application “ComtradeTools” (developed by UNSD) to transfer the trade data and then to receive them into text files. 

c) By automated data synchronization. Finally, Annex 2 also shows that Organization #3 has set up an automatic one-way synchronization for the data transfer where the local trade database will always be aligned with the UN Comtrade Internet database.

10.
Annex 3 shows the various ways in which we are currently trying to setup data transfer for the different members of the Task Force using web services. Almost all of the organizations are using the newly developed ComtradeTools application for the data transfer. The automated data synchronization is still an option for the future.
11.
The broader context of data transfer is the SDMX project. The mentioned data transfer via web services makes use of the architecture developed in the SDMX project. Specifically for the transfer of trade data, UNSD has developed a prototype called “Transfer of Cross-sectional data”. A technical summary of the “Strategies for Trade Data Dissemination” project is given in Annex 4.

Annex 1

Countries or areas for which more than one year was added to Comtrade in 2004
	Algeria
	2001 to 2003

	Bahrain
	2002, 2003

	Belgium
	2001, 2003

	Brunei Darussalam
	2001 and 2003

	Bulgaria
	2002, 2003

	Cape Verde
	1998 to 2000

	Central African Republic 
	1997 to 2003

	Gabon
	1998, 2001 to 2003

	Gambia
	2001, 2002

	Georgia
	1996 to 1998, 2003

	Guyana
	1997, 1998, 2003

	Kenya
	2001, 2003

	Kuwait
	2000, 2001

	Lebanon
	2002, 2003

	Lesotho
	2000, 2002

	Lithuania
	2002. 2003

	Luxembourg
	2002, 2003

	Madagascar
	2000 to 2003

	Malawi
	2002, 2003

	Mali
	1998 to 2001

	Mozambique
	2000, 2002

	Namibia
	2002, 2003

	New Caledonia
	2001 to 2003

	Niger
	1999, 2000, 2002, 2003

	Nigeria
	2001 to 2003

	Papua New Guinea
	2001 to 2003

	Saint Kitts and Nevis
	2002, 2003

	Samoa
	2001 to 2003

	Tanzania
	2002, 2003

	The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia
	2002, 2003

	Yemen
	1996, 1997, 1999, 2000

	
	


Annex 2
Three ways of using web services for UN Comtrade data transfer
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Annex 3
Testing web services for UN Comtrade data transfer by partner organization
	Organization
	Progress 

	ECLAC
	ECLAC is developing a flash application internally. This application obtains the data via web services from UNSD. This is an example of data transfer used directly in an application and not stored in a database.

	FAO
	FAO is integrating Comtrade data in its FAOSTAT2 project. UNSD has sent a complete copy of the UN Comtrade database. Data synchronization will be attempted with help of the ComtradeTools program.

	ITC
	ITC is interested in Tariff Line Data which are stored as tables in the new UNSD-OECD data processing system. ITC is using the ComtradeTools program for download of those data.

	OECD
	OECD is UNSD’s partner in the development of the UNSD-OECD data processing system. For the transfer of processed data OECD and UNSD are testing the ComtradeTools application with synchronization features.

	UNCTAD
	UNCTAD (in cooperation with the World Bank) is interested in Tariff Line Data which are stored as tables in the new UNSD-OECD data processing system. UNCTAD will use the ComtradeTools program for download of those data.

	UNIDO
	UNIDO is migrating from mainframe to client-server system. UNIDO will test the ComtradeTools program to replace the mainframe download.

	World Bank
	Comtrade data are used in the WITS application. The World Bank is switching from using mainframe Comtrade data to Internet Comtrade data. UNSD has sent a complete copy of the UN Comtrade database. Data synchronization will be attempted with help of the ComtradeTools program.

	WTO
	WTO needs to obtain Comtrade data for PC_Comstudy.  WTO is testing the ComtradeTools program for the data transfer.


Annex 4
Project Summary of strategies for Trade Data Dissemination
1.
The strategies for Trade Data Dissemination are:
i. Using a standard data format. SDMX (http://www.sdmx.org) version 1.0 has been released and it is being used as one of the format for trade data dissemination;
ii. Using Internet as a low cost transfer medium and for its standards, such as http protocol, web services, etc;
iii. Platform independent means that client can use any operating systems, any database, and program languages to obtain trade data;

iv. Be able to transfer a very large data. The REST Web Service and internet stream compression play important roles here;
v. The possibility for unattended one-way synchronization. 

2. 
The implementation of the strategies:

i. Architecture: “Pull” architecture due to the flexibility and tight security (such as UN Server can’t initiate http request to any web sites).  The client has to initiate a request.

ii. Synchronization Approach: By comparing the data availability between two sites for creating the list of new/updated datasets.

iii. Data Format: SDMX-ML version 1.0 is currently being used. 

iv. Medium and Protocol: Internet (with http protocol) via Web Services.

v. Compression: The SDMX-ML is compressed during the data transfer. It reduces 70-80% of the bandwidth usage and the download time.
vi. Encryption: None at the moment. If it is necessary, the https will be implemented instead of http.

vii. Security: Based on IP Address and Access Control List (to use Web Service).
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