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UN COMTRADE: status and latest developments 
 

Report by UNSD 
 
 

I. Decision of the UN Statistical Commission regarding UN Comtrade  
 
1. The United Nations Statistical Commission at its 41st session “recognized the 
importance of UN Comtrade as the global database and information platform on 
international merchandise trade and requested UNSD to enhance its features and 
metadata”1 UNSD is committed to fulfill the mandate given by the Commission and will 
plan its activities accordingly. 
 
 
II. UN Comtrade data publication and data availability 
 
2. Data availability increased during 2009 at a similar rate as in 2008. For 141 
countries or areas detailed data for the reporting year 2008 was published by the end of 
2009, compared with 142 countries or areas in the previous year (please see table 1 
below). A total of 196 country years were published for the first time in 2009 compared 
with 208 for the year before. Overall, UN Comtrade made significant progress in filling 
data gaps and the data availability in terms of number of available countries for the 
different reporting years has never been higher. 

                                                
1 Draft report of the 41st Session of the Statistical Commission, 25 February 2010, Decision 3: International 
merchandise trade statistics (Item 3c), paragraph (e). 
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Table 1: UN Comtrade publication statistics* 

 
 
3.  The processing and publication of revised data are an important part of keeping 
the data on UN Comtrade up-to-date. In addition, UNSD engaged in a program of 
reprocessing data previously processed in the old mainframe application for the years 
2000-2004 in order to improve data quality and to generate the additional outputs of the 
new processing system such as tariff line data. In 2009 UNSD published 250 revised or 
reprocessed country periods in addition to the 196 country periods which were published 
for the first time. 
 
 
III. Developments on UN Comtrade data dissemination during 2009/ 2010 
 
4. New classification option in data extraction (March 2009). In general, countries 
report their detailed merchandise trade data in the latest version of the Harmonized 
Commodity Description and Coding System (HS). Yet, some countries report their data 
in earlier HS versions. As a consequence, when querying the data for the latest version of 
the HS, UN Comtrade is not showing data for all available reporters; and when querying 
the data for an earlier version of the HS users will obtain data reported in this HS version 
together with data converted to this HS version. Now, in addition to data extraction in 
different commodity classifications, it is possible for user to extract at once data for all 
reporters in the original classification in which it was reported.  
 
5. Data reported in HS2007 now also converted to SITC, Rev.1 and SITC, Rev.2 
(September 2009). As of September 2009, data reported in the latest version of the 
Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System, Forth Edition (2007) (HS2007) 
is also converted to the SITC, Rev.1 and SITC, Rev.2. This means that the data reported 
in HS2007 are converted to all previous HS editions, all SITC revisions and the 
Classification by Broad Economic Categories (BEC). A detailed note on the methodology 
used for developing the data conversions together with correlation and conversion tables 
is available at 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/trade/conversions/HS%20Correlation%20and%20Conversion%
20tables.htm 
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6. Standard Unit Values for 2009 data (January 2010). The new standard unit 
values for quantity checking for the year 2009 have been generated and implemented for 
all HS versions. The availability of standard unit values compared to previous year is 
more or less the same (see table 2 below). The Standard Unit Values were immediately 
shared with OECD. 
 

Table 2.Percentage SUV availability of all HS2007 sub-headings  
for the year 2008 and 2009 

  Supp. Unit Net weight 
  Import Export Import Export 
2008 72% 72% 80% 80% 
2009 73% 71% 82% 80% 

 
7. Free access to BACI database and WITS for Site License subscribers (January 
2010). In 2009, UN Comtrade Site License subscribers are able to access BACI database 
from CEPII for free (http://www.cepii.fr/anglaisgraph/bdd/baci.htm). The newly 
streamlined user authentication approach has enabled users to input the authorization 
code (taken from UN Comtrade web site) and be authorized immediately within BACI 
application. The same approach is now used to authenticate UN Comtrade users that 
would like to access Comtrade via WITS (http://wits.worldbank.org/witsweb). 
 
8. Possibility to use UN Comtrade Web Services outside the registered IP address 
ranges (February 2010). As of February 2010, the UN Comtrade Web Services are 
accessible from anywhere (even outside the registered IP address ranges) using the 
authorization code (taken from UN Comtrade web site). In addition, ComtradeTools has 
been updated to take advantage this new feature. For further information about 
ComtradeTools, please see 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradekb/Knowledgebase/ComtradeTools-BETA 
 
 
IV. Developments on UN Comtrade related outputs during 2009/ 2010 
 
9. 2008 International Trade Statistics Yearbook (2008 ITSY), Volume I – Trade by 
Country issued in redesigned format (June 2009). The 2008 ITSY has been entirely 
redesigned and its two volumes are now published separately. Volume I (2008 ITSY, 
Volume I - Trade by country) has been compiled early in 2009 (in May 2009) to allow for 
an advanced release of an overview of international merchandise trade in 2008 and for a 
much earlier publication of the available 2008 country (area) data. Instead of detailed 
tables, now so called country trade profiles show an analytical and condensed view of a 
country’s trade performance by using graphs, overview tables and descriptive text. 
Volume II (2008 ITSY, Volume I - Trade by country) has been made available 
electronically in February 2010 and provides an analytical and condensed view of the 
evolution of trade in a particular commodity (3-digit SITC groups) by using graphs, 
overview tables and descriptive text. The 2008 ITSY is made available in its parts at 
http://comtrade.un.org/pb/ 
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10. New edition of the annual total table (December 2009). The Annual Totals Table 
(ATT) provides annual totals of imports and exports for all countries for the years 2000 
to 2008 as far as such data are available for publication 
(http://unstats.un.org/unsd/trade/imts/annual%20totals.htm). The ATT is an effort to 
reconcile and explain any differences in the merchandise trade data published by UNSD 
and an important tool to ensure the quality of the data published on UN Comtrade. A 
reference and link to the Common Dataset (CDS) at WTO is provided. 
 
11. Soft launch of UNSD International Trade Statistics Knowledgebase (February 
2010). This new version of the previously existing knowledgebase (available at 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradekb/Knowledgebase/) aims to provide (i) easy access 
support for data compilers regarding the international recommendations, compilation 
guidance (best practices), reference materials (classifications, conversion tables etc.) and 
national practices / national metadata, (ii) metadata on national and international level for 
data users and (iii) access to all UNSD outputs and activities on merchandise trade. 
Currently significant efforts are under way to consolidate existing metadata for users. A 
metadata template (example) is attached in annex 1 and partner organizations are invited 
to provide their feedback. 
 
 
V. UN Comtrade Plans for the Future 
 
12. UN Comtrade Upgrade and Enhancement (status as of March 2010). The newly 
adopted IMTS2010 recommends addition of the following data items: 
- Mode of transport 
- Country of consignment as second partner country 
- FOB-type value as second value for imports 
As consequences, the current data structure of UN Comtrade will need to be modified in 
order to be able to store the items mentioned above. The changes in data structure also 
make it necessary to update existing UN Comtrade SDMX Data Structure Definition. 
Overall it is necessary to overhaul the entire processing and the dissemination system. 
The goal is to make UN Comtrade able to accommodate the new data items as early as 
2011, at least for testing purposes. During the upgrading process the possibility of being 
able to accommodate trade data of higher than annual frequency will be explored. 
 
13. Improvement on the detection of quantity outliers and corrective actions (March 
2010). Based on the input from users, it’s planned that extreme quantity outliers will be 
blanked out and footnoted. A methodology has been created and now is being reviewed. 
It is recognized that because not all outliers relevant for users can be detected using 
automated procedures, feedback from users pointing out the outliers will be considered 
and possibly integrated within the outliers detection and correction program. 
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Annex 1: 
 

United Nations International Trade Statistics Knowledgebase 
 

Metadata Template (example USA) 
 

(http://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradekb/Knowledgebase/USA-
metadata?Keywords=USA) 

 
USA Metadata on International Merchandise Trade Statistics 
 

Comtrade Explanatory Notes 

Metadata on (i) Trade System, (ii) Trade Valuation, (iii) Commodity Classification, 
(iv) Trading Partners (Origin/LastKnownDestination), and (v) Exchange Rate.  

http://comtrade.un.org/db/mr/daExpNoteDetail.aspx?r=842   
 

National Compilation and Reporting Practices (NCDP) 
The Trade Statistics Branch of the United Nations Statistics Division has conducted national 
compilation and reporting practices surveys in 2006 and 1996. They contain metadata, inter 
alia, on coverage, trade system, commodity classification, valuation, quantity measurement, 
and partner country.  
2006 Survey: http://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradereport/countryform_MM.asp?cid=840 
1996 Survey: http://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradereport/countryform.asp?cid=840 
A summary of the surveys and comparison between 2006 and 1996 results, as far as 
possible, are available on the main page:  

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradereport/introduction_MM.asp  
 
Comtrade Publication Notes 
Information as to when and from where data was received: 

http://comtrade.un.org/db/mr/daPubNoteDetail.aspx?r=842 

http://comtrade.un.org/db/mr/daPubNoteDetail.aspx?r=841 (Before 1981) 

 
Information on Population Scope/Item Coverage from OECD 
OECD metadata on population scope and items coverage of international trade: 

http://stats.oecd.org/OECDStat_Metadata/ShowMetadata.ashx?Dataset=HS1988&Coords=%
5bREPORTER%5d.%5bUSA%5d&Lang=en&backtodotstat=false  

 
Responsible Agency, National WebPages for Data and Metadata  

•  Responsible agency and national web page: U.S. Census Bureau  

 http://www.census.gov/  
•  Data: http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/index.html   
•  Metadata: http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/guide/sec2.html 
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IMF Data Dissemination Standards GDDS/SDDS on Merchandise 
Trade  

The IMF's data dissemination standards consist of two tiers: the General Data Dissemination 
System (GDDS), which would apply to all Fund members, and the more advanced Special 
Data Dissemination Standard (SDDS), for those member countries having or seeking access 
to international capital markets. In general, a country subscribes to either GDDS or SDDS. 
SDDS provides information on Trade Data Coverage, Periodicity, and Timeliness, Access by 
the Public, Integrity, Quality as well as Contact Persons. 
http://dsbb.imf.org/Applications/web/sddscountrycategorylist/?strcode=USA  
 

Additional Information about Country Metadata  
Other information regarding the metadata provided by the country. 

•  Guide to Foreign Trade Statistics 
 
For concepts and definitions, please go to the Glossary of this Knowledgebase. 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/tradekb/Glossary/.  

 


