
IMPROVING  TRADE DATA FOR PRODUCTS ESSENTIAL TO FIGHT COVID -19:  
A POSSIBLE WAY FORWARD captured at 

the time of importation  is not sufficiently detailed.  Because they limit the extent to which tra de 
in critical products can be accurately 

undertaken very useful work and issued several documents with guidance on the classification of 
many of these products, which could serve as a basis for an international effort to capture more 
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1.  WHY SHARING TRADE STATISTICS MATTERS  

Cooperation and transparency are play ing  a key role in tackling  the COVID -19 pandemic and  in  
fostering  economic recovery  and t rade policy has a central role to play in both of th ese efforts . These 
elements are  
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the status quo will deprive the international community of  valuable lessons on trade in essential 
products .  

Section 2 describe s the different products that have been considered to be essential in combatting the 
COVID -19 pandemic, and that may serve as a basis for the products that need to be monitored  by 
member s. Section 3 describes  how trade data are normally collected , while  Section 4  outlines  the 
problems currently being faced in trying to measure trade in thes e essential  products.  Finally, 
Section  5 discusses  possible actions that could be taken by member s in the short and medium term 
in order to improve the collection, measurement and sharing of information on trade in COVID -19-
essential products.  

 
2.  WHAT ARE THE PRODUCTS ESSENTIAL 
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The transaction - level data captured by customs administrations is then  compiled  with different 
aggregation levels so it can be used for analytical purposes without disclosing confidential business 
information.  These data are shared with other government agencies to support trade monitoring and 
economic policymaking , and are published as part of the national trade statistics . 

The officially vetted n ational trade statistics are shared at some point with international organizations, 
typically at HS six -digit or national tariff line levels , and  are  then a ggregated to HS six -digit or higher 
levels and published in global tr ade databases, such as the U nited Nations  Comtrade Database 4 and 
some of the WTO Data  dissemination tools . 5 These databases are public goods , freely accessible to 
all . Annex  2 provides a detailed description of the number of way s in which trade data is captured and 
disseminated internationally .  

Trade data are also available in a more granular form at the international level. At the WTO, all 
members  are required to notify their applied tariffs , together with import statistics at the national tariff 
line level,  to the WTO Integrated Database  (IDB) 6 on an annual basis. The WTO Secretariat is uniquely 
positioned to process and disseminate officially vetted  data following a standard procedure to al ign 
the import data with the applied tariffs so that they match perfectly , thereby considerably facilitating  
analysis.  Currently , these data are made available to WTO member s, 25 authorized international and 
regional organizations , 7 and the puh( )Tj
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https://comtrade.un.org/
https://data.wto.org/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tariffs_e/idb_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/covid19_e/medical_goods_update_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/covid19_e/medical_goods_update_jun21_e.pdf


https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/tariff_profiles_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/publications_e/world_tariff_profiles20_e.htm
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statistics at the six -digit level are a bad proxy for identify ing  trade in  ambulances . This already small 
percentage is , in fact , an overestimate of imports of ambulances since the national definition is "Other, 
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4.3.
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agencies  and disseminated at the international level. And third, it should  be flexible so it can be 
adjusted to changing circumstances.  
 
Some of members’ options to improve  international cooperation in measur ing  and sharing information 
on trade in  COVID -19 essential products  include  the following :   
 
Immediate and s hort -term  measures :  
 
�x 
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4.  INN l ist 124 COVID -19 special edition  (1 st  edition, 9 December 2020).   

This document was developed by the Scientific Sub- Committee (SSC) of the Harmonized System 
Committee of the WCO  
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ANNEX 2 :  
HOW ARE TRADE DATA CAPTURED AND DISSEMINATED AT THE INTERNATIONAL LEVEL?  

For the past 30 years , the HS has been the standard tool used by more than 200 customs territories 
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