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Report by UNSD 

1.
Both UNSD and the WTO prepare estimates of aggregate exports and imports. These estimates tend to differ quite noticeably. In order to minimize these discrepancies, and to improve estimates, UNSD and the WTO agreed to begin harmonization of their estimation procedures.

2.
To start the process the WTO supplied its data, including estimates, to the UNSD on 12 September 2000. UNSD analyzed the WTO data, and forwarded to the WTO, on 31 January 2001, a comparison table for 12 countries where differences between UNSD and the WTO estimates for some years are especially significant. These countries are:  Afghanistan, Algeria, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Cape Verde, Comoros, Congo, Cuba, Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Iran. The WTO reviewed the table and provided its explanations and comments. UNSD is preparing its follow-up comments and will send them to the WTO shortly.

3.
The examination of the comparison table made apparent that there are many common features as well as certain dissimilarities in the approaches followed by both organizations. The first reason for the discrepancy in estimates is the difference in the data considered by UNSD and the WTO as “reported”. The second reason relates to the variation in methods of generating estimates.

4.
Differences in “reported” data. In most cases, both organizations base their estimates on data reported by countries to the IMF and published in the IFS. However, acceptance of the IFS data is not identical. UNSD, in accordance with its working agreement with the IMF, takes totals as published in the IFS. Any concerns UNSD might have regarding the IFS series (e.g., suspected technical errors, coverage issues etc.) are reported to the IMF for action. Until those concerns are resolved, UNSD enters an estimated figure in its database. For countries, which are not represented in the IFS, UNSD uses national sources, if available. UNSD does not use any other sources of “reported” totals of trade. The WTO also uses the IFS series, but where the IFS figures are questionable, from the WTO point of view, use is made of other sources, which include international/regional organizations, specialized agencies and national offices. The detected anomalies in reported IFS figures are transmitted to the IMF. The lack of agreement on what data are to be considered as “reported” inevitably leads to different estimates.

5.
Methods of estimation. The UNSD estimates are based on the trend in the reported data. They also reflect adjustments made by the responsible staff in order to take into account special circumstances relevant to a particular country. Estimates for individual countries are not published and are used only to compute regional totals. The WTO estimates are made in accordance with the methodological guidelines designed specifically for the estimation of short-term merchandise trade figures (see the WTO file "Value Estimates.pdf" available through the EDG). Even though, the UNSD and WTO methods of making estimates are similar in many respects, they are not identical, and this results in different numbers. 

7.
Possible approaches to harmonization of estimates preparation. These might include:

(a)
A recognition of the requirement that if the reported data are identical the estimates should also be identical; 

(b)
An agreement on clear and coordinated procedures of “reported” data compilation, which would result in the identical series of these data for as many countries as possible (the criterion for selection of the accepted data, in the case of multiple sources, being the degree of compliance with the IMTS, Rev.2 recommendations);

(c)
The UNSD would continue to prepare provisional estimates of missing annual totals for each country and would make them available to the WTO for review early in March of the following year. UNSD and the WTO, would agree on the conducting of regular annual reviews of estimates prepared by both organizations, in order to arrive at a mutually satisfactory set of estimates. These estimates would then become common UNSD/WTO estimates, and would be used by UNSD and the WTO in all their analytical tables, thus ensuring better data comparability. 
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