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Towards IMTS, Rev.3 and beyond 
 

Report by UNSD 
 
 
Towards IMTS Rev.3 
 
1. The United Nations Statistical Commission at its 39th session (26-29 February 
2008) endorsed the initiative and strategy of the United Nations Statistics Division 
(UNSD) to revise the existing recommendations for international merchandise trade 
statistics contained in International Merchandise Trade Statistics, Concepts and 
Definitions, Revision 2 (IMTS, Rev.2) and requested that the draft revised 
recommendations be submitted to the Commission for adoption at its 41st session in 2010.  
 
Activities during 2007 and 2008 
 
2. In accordance with the Commission’s decision UNSD is assisted in the revision 
process by an Expert Group on International Merchandise Trade Statistics (EG-IMTS) 
consisting of national experts from several developed and developing countries and 
experts from international organizations. EG-IMTS met for the first time from 3 to 6 
December 2007 in New York and selected 17 issues for which advice was needed at the 
global level in order to define the scope of the future revised recommendations. The 
report and presentations of this meeting can be found on the UNSD website (see 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/trade/EG-IMTS/EG-IMTS%20web%20announcement.htm). 
 
3. A first round of worldwide consultation was conducted between May and June 
2008 on the 17 issues identified by the EG-IMTS. A total of 115 countries replied to the 
consultation paper, 34 developed and 81 developing and transitional countries. Over 
1,000 (!) individual and often very detailed comments were received. The comments 
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provide an excellent basis for the further discussions and for the drafting of the revised 
recommendations. The report on the results of the first round of worldwide consultation 
can be found on the UNSD website (see http://unstats.un.org/unsd/trade/EG-IMTS/EG-
IMTS%20web%20announcement.htm). In addition, the comments of all countries have 
been posted as a separate document on the expert forum. 
 
4. From 5 November to 5 December 2008 a virtual meeting of the EG-IMTS was 
conducted (i) to discuss the results of the first round of worldwide consultation on the 17 
issues most relevant for setting the scope of the future recommendations as identified by 
the EG-IMTS and (ii) to agree on how to incorporate them into the future revised 
recommendations. For this purpose and based on the results of the worldwide 
consultation UNSD provided its initial proposals for IMTS, Rev.3 on all 17 issues which 
were submitted for consultation. The detailed report of this meeting can be found on the 
UNSD website (see http://unstats.un.org/unsd/trade/EG-IMTS/EG-
IMTS%20web%20announcement.htm). 
 
Schedule for 2009 
 
5. The virtual meeting of the expert group agreed to hold two additional virtual 
meetings in 2009 – one to review the full draft text of Chapter I “Coverage and time of 
recording” and Chapter II “Trade System” and a second one to review the full draft text 
of the remaining chapters. Based on the results of these virtual meetings UNSD will 
prepare a full provisional draft for IMTS, Rev.3 and will conduct a second round of 
worldwide consultation on this draft during July and August 2009. Then UNSD will 
incorporate the feedback from this worldwide consultation and submit an updated draft to 
the second meeting of the EG-IMTS for review and endorsement. This meeting is 
scheduled for October. Incorporating the results of the EG-IMTS meeting the final draft 
of IMTS, Rev.3 will be submitted to the Statistical Commission in December 2009. 
 

Tentative timetable for 2009 
(as of 23. January 2009) 

25 March - 24 April: Second virtual meeting (on draft chapters 1 and 2) 
6 May - 5 June: Third virtual meeting (on the remaining draft chapters) 
26 June - 28 August: Second round of WWC (on the full provisional draft) 
27-30 October: Second EG-IMTS meeting 
December: Submission of the final draft to the Statistical Commission 2010 

 
 
Results so far and further work 
 
6. Issues of coverage were at the center of the discussions during 2008 and it is 
expected that the revised recommendations will provide updated and better guidance on 
the principal definition of IMTS, inclusions and exclusions, the criterion of change of 
ownership, packaged software, goods for processing, transactions between related parties, 
downloadable or otherwise electronically delivered products and asymmetric inclusions 
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and exclusions. The EG-IMTS agreed that countries should be encouraged to identify and 
record goods for processing and trade between related parties separately. 
 
7.  There was strong support from countries for the recommendation to compile and 
disseminate IMTS by mode of transport. The EG-IMTS made progress on how to record 
mode of transport but the classification of mode of transport requires further 
consideration. During the worldwide consultation and the discussions at the virtual 
meeting of the EG-IMTS the importance of information on imports on FOB-type basis 
was recognized and it was suggested to provide good practices for its compilation. 
 
8.  From the feedback provided by countries and the experts at the virtual meeting 
agreement emerged that the country of consignment should be recorded as the second 
partner attribution for imports. Regarding the optional or recommended recording of 
country of consignment for exports the experts advised that further examination is 
required. 
 
9. Countries agreed to add to IMTS, Rev.3 new and more detailed recommendations 
on the use of non-customs sources and data compilation strategies, maintaining 
institutional arrangements, the quality of IMTS, compilation and dissemination of 
metadata, compilation of external trade indices and compilation of seasonally adjusted 
data. During the virtual meeting the experts advised to reserve more detailed discussion 
(and best practices) of these issues for the revised compilers manual.  
 
10.  During 2009 the work on IMTS, Rev.3 will move from the discussion of 
individual issues to the elaboration of all chapters and annexes. Due to its importance it is 
expected that the issue of the relationship between IMTS and BOP statistics will be 
covered in IMTS, Rev.3 while this issue is currently covered in the compilers manual. 
 
Work beyond IMTS, Rev.3 
 
Implementation plan 
 
11. The UNSD report to the Statistical Commission at its 41st session in 2010 will  
contain also a plan for implementation of IMTS, Rev.3. The development of compilation 
guidance and the participation of regional and international organizations in the IMTS, 
Rev.3 implementation will be important elements of this plan. The Task Force members 
are invited to submit their initial proposals regarding their role in the implementation of 
IMTS, 3 by the end of September 2009. 
 
Work on the Compilers manual and research agenda 
 
12. As already stated above more detailed guidance and best practices on the issues of 
non-customs sources and data compilation strategies, maintaining institutional 
arrangements, the quality of IMTS, compilation and dissemination of metadata, 
compilation of external trade indices and compilation of seasonally adjusted data will be 
provided in the revised compilers manual. 
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13. In the discussion of non-customs sources due consideration will be also given to 
the integrated approach to data collection. Concerning data dissemination the use of 
SDMX should be covered as well. The update of the compilers manual will also offer the 
opportunity to review in a more comprehensive way the issues of asymmetries in partner 
data and trade statistics in customs unions. 
 
14. Other important topics following the IMTS revision are the use of trade data in 
national accounts and balance of payments statistics (supply and use tables, deflation 
etc.), the analytical use of trade data in general (transportation statistics, value added 
chain, trade indicators, measuring globalization etc.), the integration of data on trade in 
goods with data on trade in services and the integration of trade with business statistics 
(including FATS). At the first expert group meeting several participants also indicated 
that the term trade itself would deserve further discussion due to the changing nature of 
the underlying transactions. 
 


