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1. Introduction

International trade has been a key engine driving Chinese economic growth in recent
decades. Yet, long-term analyses of China’s trade are still difficult because the country’s trade
statistics for the post-war period up to the mid-1980s have many shortcomings. For example,
official customs statistics published by the Chinese government during this period, if they
were published at all, do not provide any breakdown by commodity classification.

Against this background, we recently compiled new statistics of China’s trade during
1952-1964 and 1981-2000 at the 3-digit level of the Standard International Trade
Classification, Revision 1 (SITC-R1). The statistics for 1952-1964 and 1981-1987 are based
on data we purchased from China’s National Statistical Bureau.1 The data for 1988-2000 are
compiled from the Commodity Trade Statistics of the United Nations (UN Comtrade) as a
part of our joint work with scholars at the Institute of Development Economies, Japan
External Trade Organization (IDE-JETRO).2 In this paper, we provide an overview of existing
statistics of China’s international trade and present our newly compiled statistics.

The paper is organized as follows. The next section provides a brief historical overview
of China’s official trade statistics and then describes China’s official customs statistics today.
Customs statistics were not published before 1984 (Custom statistics for the period after 1980
were published later). However, both Japanese IDE and American CIA have tried to estimate
statistics for that period. We will explain these two set of estimates in Section 3. Section 4
reports our new trade statistics. Section 5 concludes with a discussion of remaining problems
with the trade statistics we have compiled.

2. A brief history of China’s trade statistics and description of customs statis-
tics today

In China, Customs is responsible for the collection, compilation and dissemination of the
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1 The compilation of the statistics for 1952-64 and 1981-87 was conducted as a part of the Ministry of Education COE
Program “Asia Long-Term Historical Statistical Database” headed by Konosuke Odaka of Hosei University.

2 This work is partly funded by the Ministry of Education 21st Century COE Program “Research Unit for Statistical
Analysis in Social Sciences” headed by Osamu Saito of Hitotsubashi University.
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country’s external merchandise trade statistics - known as Customs statistics. Customs statis-
tics have a history of nearly 150 years, dating back to 1854. Since the founding of the People’s
Republic of China, along with the changes of China’s economic and trade system, China’s
official trade statistics have undergone four stages of development as follows: 

1949-1956: After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, international
trade was principally conducted by private companies until the mid-1950s. During this period
Customs statistics, which were compiled by the General Administration of Customs, were the
only kind of trade statistics in China. Like those in other countries, the customs statistics are
based on importers’ and exporters’ customs declarations. But Customs statistics have not been
made to public and only used within government or exchanged with some countries. 

1957-1965: foreign trade was run exclusively by state-run trading companies during this
period and there existed two kinds of trade statistics in China: customs statistics and Foreign
Trade Business Statistics (FTBS). FTBS was based on reports from Chinese trade companies
and was compiled by the Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Cooperation (now the
Ministry of Commerce).  Because FTBS were compiled mainly in order to monitor trading
companies’ activities and control China’s international trade, they suffer from various short-
comings that make them unsuitable for international comparisons. For example, their coverage
differ from the customs statistics of other countries and they contain neither data by country
nor by commodity.

1966-1978: customs statistics were regarded redundant and discontinued during the
“Cultural Revolution.”

1979-present: Shortly after taking the open-door policy, the government decided to
resume the customs statistics. The publication of Customs statistics was started in 1984.
Customs statistics with detailed commodity classification is only available from the mid
1980s. Even aggregated level Customs statistics are available only for the period after 1980.

We now turn to a detailed description of the customs statistics. 

1) Coverage

A detailed description of the coverage of China’s customs statistics is provided in The
System of Chinese Customs Statistics. There are two conditions for commodities to be record-
ed in custom statistic. The first is that the commodities must go through Chinese border. The
second condition is that the movement of commodities must lead to increase or decrease in
endowment of resources in China. It means that not only exports and imports of goods by eco-
nomic transaction, but also goods transferred by foreign aid program, goods donated by com-
patriots in Hong Kong and Macau and Chinese with foreign citizenships are recorded in the
customs statistics.

On the other hand, the following commodities are excluded from customs statistics:
* Goods in transit that do not enter Chinese customs territory;
* Temporary imports or exports of goods that are subsequently re-exported or re-import-

ed within a specified period;
* Goods on lease for a period of less than one year;
* Goods carried into bonded warehouses;
* Returned exported goods.

2) Valuation

Exports are valued on an FOB basis and imports on a CIF basis in the statistics.
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3) Timing of recording

Exports and imports are recorded when they clear customs. 

4) Commodity Classification

The commodity classification used in the customs statistics is provided in an official
document entitled Commodity Classification for China Customs Statistics (CCCS). The
CCCS was based on the Standard International Trade Classification Revision 2 in 1980-1991
and since then has been based on the Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding
System (HS). Commodity codes in the CCCS consist of 8 digits. The first 6 digits in the cur-
rent CCCS are identical to the codes in the HS, while the last 2 digits is a China-specific sub-
heading for the purpose of tariff, trade statistics and trade policy measures. 

5) Identification of trade partner countries and regions in the customs statistics

Partner countries are identified following international conventions, with the country of
origin being recorded for imports and the country of final destination being recorded for
exports. The country of origin is the country in which goods have been cultivated, mined or
manufactured. If two or more countries were involved in the making of the product, the place
where the last substantial work or processing occurred is recorded as the country of origin.
The country of final destination refers to the country in which the goods are consumed, uti-
lized or further processed or manufactured. When the final destination cannot be identified,
the last country or region to which the goods are shipped is considered as the country of desti-
nation.

An important issue related to the identification of partner countries is that statistics on
bilateral trade flows recorded in China and the partner country are inconsistent. For example,
in many years, Chinese customs statistics report a deficit in the country’s trade with Japan,
while Japanese trade statistics show Japan has a deficit in its trade with China. Similar dis-
crepancies can be found in China’s trade with the United States and probably other countries
as well. According to Chinese customs statistics, China recorded a trade deficit with the U.S.
before 1992, while U.S. trade statistics show a large American trade deficit with China.
Chinese customs statistics show a surplus for China in its trade with the U.S. from 1993
onward, but the amount is much smaller than the deficit by the U.S. in its trade statistics. 

There are several factors which are likely to contribute to the large discrepancies
between China’s trade statistics and those of Japan or the United States. These factors include
the fact that in the statistics of each country, exports and imports are recorded on an FOB and
CIF basis, differences in the timing of recording, transit trade, and statistical errors. Among
these, probably the most important factor is the transit trade via Hong Kong. Before China’s
economic liberalization and opening up to the outside world, most Chinese trade, including
that with Japan and the U.S., passed through Hong Kong. And Hong Kong’s role as the domi-
nant entrepot for China’s trade continued for a while even after the reforms. Goods that are
exported from China to Japan via Hong Kong are treated in Chinese customs statistics as
exports to Hong Kong if the final destination is unknown, while custom statistics in Japan
may identify the same goods as originating from China. Similarly, in the case of goods that are
exported from Japan to China via Hong Kong, Chinese customs statistics will record these
goods as originating from Japan, while Japanese customs will treat as the Hong Kong as the
final destination if they do not know that the goods will be shipped on to China. Thus, the
main reason for the discrepancies appears to be difficulties in correctly identify the final des-
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tination of exports as a result of their transit via Hong Kong. The same problem, of course,
also explains the discrepancies between China’s trade statistics and those of the U.S. as well as
other countries.

3. Previous estimates of China’s trade statistics for the period before the mid-
1980s

Customs statistics were not published before 1984. The only Chinese statistics available
for that period are the unreliable FTBS. However, both Japanese IDE and American CIA have
tried to estimate statistics for that period. So we will explain these two set of estimates in this
section.

Since the late 1950s, estimation of Chinese trade, based on data from its partner trade,
was started in Japan and US. In Japan the Institute of Development Economics (IDE) started
estimating Chinese trade for every two year from 1964 to 1978. After Chinese official cus-
toms statistics is published, IDE made estimation for period of 1979 through 1983, with inten-
tion of checking how accurate its estimates were (IDE, 1987). In US Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) estimated China’s exports and imports by commodity for several years before
China made the customs statistics public (Directorate of Intelligence, Central Intelligence
Agency, 1984). 

A comparison of the methodologies employed by the IDE and the CIA estimation of
China’s trade statistics is provided in Table 1. The two estimates have much in common: both
are based on trade data provided by China’s trading partner countries and the data come from
similar sources, namely the trade statistics compiled by the UN, the OECD and individual
countries. The classification of commodities is also the same, i.e. SITC-R1. The statistics,
however, differ in many other respects, such as the number of Chinese partner countries used
in the estimation, the valuation of exports and imports, the years covered, the degree of
details, etc.

The IDE estimates have many weaknesses, as the IDE has emphasized itself. These
weaknesses include: (1) incomplete coverage of China’s trading partners, leading to an under-
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estimation of both exports and imports; (2) the valuation of Chinese exports on a CIF basis
and imports on an FOB basis; (3) the failure to take transactions through third countries into
account. The drawback of the CIA estimates when compared with those of the IDE are that (1)
they include fewer years of estimation; (2) data on some of China’ partner countries are not
available; and (3) commodities are classified at a relatively aggregated level. 

It is interesting to compare the export and import data estimated by the IDE and the CIA
with official Chinese statistics, which were subsequently made public. A comparison, howev-
er, is feasible only at a relatively aggregated level of commodity classification.

The results of this exercise are shown in Table 2. Several points emerge from the Table.
First, the three statistics are closer in exports than in imports. For instance, the ratio of the
CIA’s estimate of total exports to the official figure is 0.977 for 1981 and 1.052 for 1982. The
closeness is somewhat surprising in light of the large potential for discrepancies between the
two statistics due to differences in the time transactions were recorded, statistical errors, etc.

Second, the gap between imports in official Chinese statistics and CIA estimates is rela-
tively small, but there are large gaps between the IDE estimates and the other two statistics.
IDE estimates of total imports are well below official Chinese statistics, especially in the later
years. Two factors contribute to this discrepancy. One is the valuation of exports and imports:
Official Chinese statistics use CIF to measure imports, while the CIA converted FOB data to
CIF data using information on trade cost; in contrast, IDE valued imports on an FOB basis.
The second factor is that official customs statistics cover all, or nearly all, trading partners,
while the IDE estimates do not include a number of trading partners due to problems with
data availability. The CIA estimates also tend to underestimate Chinese total imports when
compared with the official customs statistics, but the gap is much smaller than in the IDE esti-
mation. It seems that the closeness of the CIA estimates to China’s customs statistics, relative
to the IDE estimates, mainly is the result of the better coverage of trade partners in the CIA
estimation.

Third, the discrepancy between both the IDE and CIA estimates and official statistics for
the period before 1980 is very similar to that for period after 1981 in terms of magnitude and
the direction of the discrepancy, indicating that the figures of total exports and imports based
on FTBS are reliable. 
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4. New Database on China’s Trade: by Commodity
In order to solve various problems with China’s existing trade statistics, we newly con-

struct a database for China’s trade during the periods 1952-1964 and 1981-2000. We use the
SITC-R1 (3-digit level) for the classification of commodities. The sources and the method of
constructing the database are as follows.

1) 1952-1964

We obtained the original data of China’s Customs statistics from the National Bureau of
Statistics of China. The statistics are classified on the basis of China’s original industry code
at the most disaggregated level. We aggregated the original data into SITC-R1 classification
(3-digit level), using lour own concordance table for China’s Customs statistics and SITC-R1.3

2) 1981-1987

We obtain the original data of China’s Customs statistics from the National Bureau of
Statistics of China classified according to the SITC-R2 (6-digit level). The data are aggregated
into SITC-R1 classifications at the 3-digit level (using the concordance table developed by
IDE.

3) 1988-2000

For the period 1988-2000 we rely on the database constructed by Mr. Yosuke Noda of the
IDE. The database is based on the COMTRADE database compiled by the United Nations,
which uses the SITC-R2 (6-digit level) commodity classification for the period 1988-1991
and the SITC-R3 (6-digit level) commodity classification for the period 1992-2000.  Mr.
Noda converted and aggregated each commodity in SITC-R2 and R3 into SITC-R1 3-digit
level, using the concordance table developed by IDE. In cases where a commodity in SITC-R2
or R3 falls into more than one category in the SITC-R1 the value of the commodity is equally
divided between SITC-R1 categories.
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Appendix Tables A1-A5 present the estimation results of China’s trade at the SITC-R1 2-
digit level aggregated from our 3-digit level data.4 Figures 1 and 2 present the shares of export
and import commodities respectively for 1952-64 and 1981-2000 at the SITC-R1 1-digit level
Two messages are evident from these figures. The figures allow two major observations. The
first is a shift in China’s export orientation. While in the 1950s, food products (SITC-0) and
minerals (SITC-2) accounted for the largest share of exports, a gradual increase in the share of
labor-intensive products (SITC-8) can be observed during the 1960s.

The second is that China imported machinery (SITC-7) as early as the 1950s, indicating
that China already put a high priority on the import of capital goods fifty years ago. Notice,
however, this observation is obscured by imports of food products around 1962 because of the
severe famine.

5. Work to be done in the future
While the trade data we have compiled should help in long-term analyses of Chinese

trade, much remains to be done.
For example, in the present paper, we did not attempt to estimate trade data for 1966-

1980. As we have already explained in section 2, Chinese government did not compile its
Customs statistics for 1966-1978 and probably it is impossible to get official statistics.
Possible ways around this problem would be to revise the CIA or the IDE estimates or to com-
pile entirely new estimates following the CIA and/or IDE methodology. Fortunately, since we
have detailed trade data based on China’s official Customs statistics (which have not been
published) for the 1950s and the 1960s and the early 1980s, we can check reliability and bias-
es of the CIA and the IDE estimates for these periods. Appendix Table A6 shows a compari-
son of our data based on the customs statistics with the CIA estimates at the two-digit level.
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The comparison shows that the quality of the CIA estimates is very high. Based on this type
of comparison, we could create our own estimates on China’s trade structure for the period
1966-1980.

A second task for the future is to compare our results with Chinese trade statistics for the
pre-war period. 

As a part of the Ministry of Education COE Program, “Asia Long-Term Historical
Statistical Database” headed by Konosuke Odaka of Hosei University and the Ministry of
Education 21st Century COE Program “Research Unit for Statistical Analysis in Social
Sciences” headed by Osamu Saito of Hitotsubashi University, Professor Hajime Kose of
Ryukoku University has already compiled trade statistics for China by country and by com-
modity at the SITC-R1 three-digit levelfor the pre-war period. A comparison of his trade sta-
tistics with our own may provide valuable insights into how China’s development process in
the 1940s and 1950s was affected by the Japanese invasion, China’s Civil War and the
Communist Revolution.
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