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TRADE IN MEDICAL GOODS IN THE CONTEXT OF TACKLING COVID-19:  

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE FIRST HALF OF 2020 
 

INFORMATION NOTE1 

KEY POINTS: 

¶ While total world trade declined by 14 per cent in the first half of 2020 compared to the same 
time period in 2019, imports and exports of medical goods increased by 16 per cent, reaching 
US$ 1,139 billion in value.2 

¶ Trade played a critical role in meeting skyrocketing demand for products considered critical in 
the COVID-19 pandemic, with global trade in these products growing by 29 per cent. 

¶ Total imports of face protection products in the first half of 2020 increased by 90 per cent 
compared to the same period last year. Trade in textile face masks has grown about six-fold.  

¶ China was the top supplier of face masks, accounting for 56 per cent of world exports. To 
ramp up mask manufacturing, China leaned heavily on imports of intermediate input 
materials: its imports of non-woven fabric tripled in April 2020 compared with the same month 

of 2019, with Japan and the United States as the leading suppliers. China was also the 
sixth-largest importer of face masks in the first half of 2020.  

¶ Among the different types of face masks, textile masks are the most traded despite facing td  

/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf
/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/nomenclature/overview/what-is-the-harmonized-system.aspx


https://www.tradedatamonitor.com/
/english/tratop_e/tariffs_e/idb_e.htm
/english/tratop_e/tariffs_e/idb_e.htm
https://data.wto.org/
/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf


3 
 

Chart 1: Percentage change of trade in medical goods in the first half of 2019 and the first 

half of 2020 compared to the same period of previous year  
 

 
 
Medicines remain the largest category by value in the first half of 2020, accounting for more than 
50 per cent of all traded medical products. Personal protective products became the second-largest 
category, with an 18 per cent share (Chart 2). This is partly
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Chart 3: Comparison of share of exports of COVID-19-critical goods in the first half of 

2019 and the first half of 19 and 
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Table 4: China's shares 

http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/covid_19/hs-classification-reference_2_1-24_4_20_en.pdf?la=en
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exceptional year-on-year growth rates of 618 per cent for exports and 569 per cent for imports 

during the first half of 2020 were driven by the surge in demand for textile face masks (Chart 6 and 
Table 5 (in 
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HS 
2017 

Short product description ITA-E Pharma
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HS 
2017 

Short product description ITA-E Pharma WCO 

902290 X-ray generators, high tension generators, control panels and 
desks, screens, …  

X 
  

902511 Thermometers, liquid-
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ANNEX 2: Table 5: World exports and imports of face masks by HS subheading   

 

HS Subheading and standard description 

Value in US$ million 

2018 2019 2020 

S1 S2 S1 S2 S1 

EXPORTS 

3926.90 – Articles of plastics and articles of 
other materials of heading 3901 to 3914, 
n.e.s.* 

31,475 30,969 31,523 31,997 29,142 

6307.90 – Made-up articles of textile materials, 
incl. dress patterns, n.e.s. 

5,474 5,671 5,528 5,992 39,687 

9020.00 – 


