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1.
Since the last Task Force meeting (Rome, 16-18 April 2002) UNSD actions related to preparation of technical information on index numbers of international trade were as follows:

(a) Collection of information on national practices in compilation and dissemination of index numbers of international merchandise trade was continued; by December 2002 information from 110 countries and one customs union was compiled; obtained information was analyzed, and a draft report entitled National Practices in Compilation and Dissemination of External Trade Index Numbers has been prepared in March 2003 (see Annex for an introduction to that report)

(b) On 14 March 2003 the draft report was placed on the EDG for comments by the Task Force members.

2.
The UNSD expects to finalize the draft and to submit it for printing by the end of the first half of 2003. 

_______________

Annex

Introduction

1.
The United Nations Statistical Commission at its twenty-ninth session, in 1997, decided that one of the priority activities in the area of international merchandise trade statistics should be the collection of technical information on index numbers of international trade.
.  Following this decision of the Commission, the United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) conducted a survey to collect information on national practices in compilation and dissemination of index numbers of external trade.

2.
A special questionnaire was sent to countries at the beginning of 1999.  In addition, between 1999 and 2002, UNSD collected information from relevant national publications and corresponded with countries to clarify responses to the questionnaire or to ask for additional information.  By December 2002, responses from 110 countries and one customs union had been collected and analysed.  Seventy-six countries and one customs union informed UNSD that they do compile and disseminate index numbers of international merchandise trade, while 34 said they do not.

3.
The present publication covers the following areas:

(a)
Index number series produced;

(b)
Source of information;

(c)
Index calculation methods;

(d)
Limitation of indices, problems encountered, and other methodological observations specific to the country;

(e)
Release dates;

(f)
Revision policy;

(g)
Dissemination;

(h)
Compiling agency and contact information.

3.
The main results of the survey are summarized below.  Detailed descriptions of national practices are contained in the main part of the report.
Index number series produced

4.
All 77 respondents compile unit value or price indices.  Of these, 73% compile unit value indices only, 18% compile price indices only, 9% compile both unit value and price indices, and 79% compile volume index numbers.

5.
All respondents compile indices for total exports and imports, and 97% of them compile indices by various commodity groups.  The most commonly used commodity classifications are Standard International Trade Classification (SITC), used by 36% of respondents; Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System (HS), used by 27%; and Classification by Broad Economic Categories (BEC), used by 14% of respondents.  Many countries compile indices by other classifications, notably by national or international classifications of industrial activities (18%).

6.
All countries produce series of annual indices.  Of these, 21% produce annual series only, 39% produce both annual and quarterly series, and 40% produce annual, quarterly, and monthly series.

Source of information

7.
The majority (95%) of respondents use customs records, and for 52% of these, customs records are the sole source of data.  For 43% of respondents customs records are supplemented by other sources such as price surveys, reports of various governmental agencies or commercial organizations.  Only 5% of respondents use price surveys as the sole source of data.

Index calculation method

8.
Indices are calculated applying Laspeyres, Paasche and Fischer formulae.  The frequency of various formula combinations used for unit value/price indices and volume indices is shown in table 1 below.

Table 1

	Formula combination


	as % of all

respondents 

	Unit value/price indices                                 Volume indices
	

	
	

	Combinations with Paasche for unit value/price indices
	34

	         Paasche                                              Laspeyres
	30

	         Paasche                                               Derived
	4

	
	

	Combinations with Laspeyres for unit value/price indices
	20

	       Laspeyres                                             Paasche
	3

	       Laspeyres                                             Derived
	0

	       Laspeyres                                             Laspeyres          
	17

	
	

	Combinations with Fischer for unit value/price indices
	22

	         Fischer                                                Fischer
	9

	         Fischer                                                Laspeyres
	3

	         Fischer                                                Derived
	10

	
	

	Various combinations
	4


9.
Table 1 shows that the most frequent combination of formulae (34% of respondents) is that of a Paasche unit value/price index and a Laspeyres volume index.  Seventeen per cent of respondents calculate a Laspeyres index for both the unit value/price index and the volume index, while 10% of respondents employ a Fischer unit value/price index and a derived volume index.  Some countries use fixed base (direct) indices while others use chained indices, however the information provided was insufficient to permit calculation of percentages of their usage.

Limitation of indices, problems encountered and other methodological observations

10.
The most frequently encountered problems in the compilation of index numbers of external trade are:

(a)
Data entry errors and omissions;

(b)
Incorrect commodity coding and/or description;

(c)
Changes in the HS;

(d)
Too heterogeneous commodity groups at certain levels of SITC;

(e)
Inaccuracy and inconsistency of quantity data for selected commodities;

(f)
Lack of adjustment for quality change. 

12.
Many countries also indicated such problems as (a) inability to compile seasonally adjusted indices; (b) lack of trained personnel or experts to train existing staff; (c) uncertainty regarding treatment of extreme unit value relatives, including selection of the upper and lower limits of acceptable relatives; (d) determining whether a particular tariff item is representative; (e) lack of up-to-date technology and funds; (f) accounting for exchange rate fluctuations; and (g) selection or design of appropriate software.

Release date

13.
Table 2 shows the length of time between the end of the reference month and the availability of monthly, quarterly and annual indices, by percentage of respondents.

Table 2

	Days after end of

reference month
	in % to all respondents

	
	Monthly indices
	Quarterly indices
	Annual  indices

	<15 days
	6
	n/a
	n/a

	16-30 days
	33
	20
	n/a

	31-45 days
	17
	11
	17

	46-60 days
	27
	36
	n/a

	46-89 days
	n/a
	n/a
	78

	>61 days
	17
	33
	n/a

	>90 days
	n/a
	n/a
	5


14.
It follows, from table 2, that the in the most of cases the monthly and quarterly indices are available within one to two months after the reference period. However, annual indices are typically produced within two to three months.

Revision policy

15.
Of the 84% of respondents who revise their indices. 17% revise them only if and when the trade data are revised, while 34% set a fixed month (at least in principle) for a final revision.  For this group, monthly and quarterly data are revised continually throughout the year, or at the end of every quarter; the final revision month ranges from February to December of the following year.  Some respondents indicated that they do not revise their index numbers because they use only final trade data.

Dissemination

15.
Dissemination of indices normally includes their provision to various governmental agencies, the business community, and the general public.  Ten per cent of respondents, however, do not disseminate their indices either to the business community or the general public. The main means of dissemination remains publication in monthly, quarterly and annual reports.  About 40% of respondents disseminate the indices through publications as well as via Web sites.

Compiling agency and contact information

16.
In eighty-three percent of cases the national statistical office is the compiling agency.  In the remaining countries, central banks, customs administrations, and specialised governmental organizations act as the compiling agency.

� Official Records of the Economic and Social Council, 1997, Supplement No.4 (E/1997/24), para. 39 (a).





