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Highlights: 

 Merchandise trade in Asia and the Pacific faced strong headwinds during 2018-2019.  
Some of the most prominent downside risks and uncertainties are the worldwide 
economic growth slowdown and the adverse impacts of the United States-China 
trade war. These have had an adverse effect on global trade, particularly in the case 
of economies that are closely integrated with China through Global Value Chains 
(GVCs). In 2018, ESCAP estimated that the tariff war-related toll on gross domestic 
product (GDP) could reach as much as $400 billion worldwide and $117 billion in 
Asia-Pacific region. Given the current developments, these estimates are not only 
materializing, but could even increase further as the trade war escalates. 

 

 For the first time in the post-2009 crisis period, the Asia-Pacific region registered a 
dip in both trade volume and value in 2019. Total export volume fell by 2.5%, while 
import volume did so by 3.5%. In addition, an overall lower price level pushed trade 
value down further to record 3.6% and 4.8% contractions of exports and imports, 
respectively.  

 

 Looking ahead to 2020, because China and the United States have reached an 
interim agreement that rolls back some of the tariffs and cancels new ones, there is 
potential for a modest improvement in the region’s trade performance. In fact, 
compared with 2019, exports and imports volume might pick up by 1.5% and 1.4%, 
respectively. However, country-level forecasts vary widely between a decrease by 
2% and an increase by 6.4% for exports. 

 

 While it is difficult to fully reverse the trade war’s negative impacts, the before year-
end bilateral deal between the world’s two largest economies and a deepening 
integration within Asia-Pacific might boost investor and consumer confidence enough 
to allow trade to grow modestly. However, it remains highly uncertain whether the 
trade tensions between China and the United States can be resolved in the near 
future. Furthermore, the recent decision by India to postpone its participation in 
signing the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) Agreement 
suggests that not all countries assess the value of accelerating regional integration 
equally. 

 

 The degree to which the trade war affects GVCs is a key in determining longer-term 

prospects of trade. While other Asia-Pacific economies face risks for their indirect 

exports to China, new opportunities from the trade war may also arise. Nevertheless, 

the extent to which these opportunities can be seized largely depends on the 

enabling conditions of these countries in attracting redirected GVC-related FDIs from 

China.  
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 Prolonged trade tensions tend to divert trade and investment from China to some 

East Asian and ASEAN countries, where business can operate outside tariff-reach, at 

least for now. However, as the United States becomes increasingly protectionist, 

other developed economies may encourage their own multinational enterprises 

(MNEs) to sidestep tariffs by reshoring parts of their manufacturing process. This 

process would likely lead to further increased investment in automation and other 

technological advances at home as high-labour-cost economies strive to reduce 

costs of operations.  

 

 Despite the potential realignment of trade routes, China will most likely remain the 

most important GVC hub in Asia. China has overseen rapid improvements in service 

capabilities, workforce skills, digital infrastructure and efficiency in trade facilitation. 

Investments as well as operations in China remain necessary to accessing the 

largest and fastest growing market in the most cost-effective and timely manner. The 

MNEs serving final demands in China and developed markets, may have to duplicate 

investment in more than one jurisdiction.  This naturally results in higher costs and 

lower investment returns in GVC operations. 

 

 Ultimately, extended trade tensions lead to increased inefficiencies. Consumers 

eventually have to pay higher prices, and slow trade growth could become a long-

term trend.  
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1. TRADE PERFORMANCE BY ASIA AND THE PACIFIC, 2018 AND 2019 
 

In 2018 and 2019, trade performance in Asia and the Pacific followed the global trend in 
trade, slowing down from the second-half of 2018 onward.1 As a result, the region 
maintained its global share in trade at 37% and 35% of total exports and imports, 
respectively. However, exports did not maintain a double-digit growth, increasing by 9% 
in 2018, down from 11% in the previous year. Despite hanging on to double-digit 
growth, imports also recorded a considerable slowdown, dropping from 16% to 12% 
growth in 2018 (figure 1).2 
 
In 2019, the trade situation in the Asia-Pacific region and the world has yet to improve. 
So far, trade in all regions except for North America3 contracted in the first six months of 
the year. In fact, Asia and the Pacific registered a 2.2% year-on-year decline in 
merchandise exports during this period. In particular, exports by developed Asia-Pacific 
region economies fell by 4.8%, while developing economies did so by 1.4%. 4 However, 
if China’s exports are not taken into account, exports by developing Asia-Pacific 
economies actually dropped by 2.5%. This pattern partly reflects strong spill-over 
effects from the United States-China trade war in the remainder of the region. Overall, 
five Asia-Pacific economies – the Republic of Korea, Indonesia, Hong Kong, China, 
Japan and Singapore, in that order – registered the largest export contractions during 
2019. 
 
A major factor in the trade contraction in the region is tepid global demand, which has 
depressed industrial production and capital investment both within and outside Asia and 
the Pacific. Among other factors, increasing uncertainties from the prolonged United 
States-China trade tensions are behind this trend. As a result, ESCAP anticipates trade 
volume in the region will contract during 2019, with exports dropping by 2.2% and 
imports decreasing by 4%. Moreover, due to the sluggish growth of global demand, 
commodity prices, especially for raw materials, have been suffering downward pressure 
(IMF, 2019a). Thus, trade value is expected to plunge further, with exports and imports 
contracting 3.2% and 4.5%, respectively.  
 
Developing economies have thus far outperformed developed economies. ESCAP 
anticipates that the export value of developed economies will drop as much as 6.9% in 
2019 – mostly due to export contraction in Japan and the Republic of Korea – 
compared with a 2.6% decline in developing Asia-Pacific economies. Despite being a 
direct target of the trade war, China is still expected to outperform other developing 
countries. If that country’s export expansion is not taken into account, exports by 
developing Asia and the Pacific countries are expected to shrink by 3.5%. 
 

 

 

                                                             
1
  For details about trends and developments of world trade during the 2016-2018 period, see WTO (2019a). 

2
 The Asia-Pacific region’s trade performance in 2018 was mostly driven by its 15 largest economies, which 

accounted for 97% and 95% of regional exports and imports, respectively. Refer to the supplementary note for more 
details on regional structure and patterns of trade. 
3
 North America recorded stagnant imports and a slight export decline. 

4
 Developed Asia-Pacific includes Australia, Japan, New Zealand and the Republic of Korea. 
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Figure 1. Trade growth in Asia and the Pacific, 2014-2019 
(Annual percentage change) 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: ESCAP calculations, based on country data from the World Trade Organization Statistics Database and 
the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) database (accessed 5 November 2019).  
Note: (P) stands for predicted value. 

 
 

However, not all countries in the region experienced the same trade deterioration trend 

(figure 2). In fact, Australia, Viet Nam, and the Philippines were among the economies 

that recorded the largest export increases during the January-July period in 2019. This 

trend corroborates ESCAP’s prediction that some countries might attract investment 

and gain access to new export opportunities as a result of the United States-China 

trade war.5 For example, Viet Nam’s surge in exports to the United States in the labour-

intensive electronics sector as well as Bangladesh’s export growth in textiles are 

indicative of this trend (Harding, 2019).6  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
5
 Based on Anukoonwattaka and Lobo (2019) and Anukoonwattaka, Lobo and Romão (forthcoming). 

6
 Greenfield investment from China into the rest of developing Asia and the Pacific increased by 198% in 2018 (ADB, 

2019). While that growth rate may be partly accounted for by the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), redirected investment 
to countries outside of tariff reach could be another explanation.  
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Figure 2. Export growth, by country, January-July 2019 

(Annual percentage change) 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations, based on country data from the World Trade Organization Statistics Database, 
(accessed 5 November 2019). 

 
 

2. RISKS AND UNCERTAINTIES 
 

Looking at the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) Goods Trade Barometer, all of its 
sub-indicators have moved below their two-year trend, suggesting that global 
merchandise trade is most likely to slow down further in upcoming months. Specifically, 
indicators on export orders, production and sales of automotive products, electronic 
components and agricultural raw materials, as well as air freight and container shipping 
have all experienced negative developments in 2019 (WTO, 2019b).  
 
Increased protectionism remains the most important risk to global trade in 2019. 
However, intraregional developments such as the emergence of the Republic of Korea-
Japan trade tensions, protests in Hong Kong, China, and the potential exit of India from 
RCEP7 which may cause a decision to depart RCEP by Japan, have all contributed to 
increasing uncertainty in the region.  
 
 

                                                             
7
 “(...)The present form of the RCEP Agreement does not fully reflect the basic spirit and the agreed guiding principles of the RCEP. 

It also does not address satisfactorily India's outstanding issues and concerns. In such a situation, it is not possible for India to join 
RCEP Agreement (…).” (speech made by India’s Prime Minister at the third RCEP summit in Bangkok, 2019. 
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(a) Increased protectionism in global trade 
 

Substantial new trade restrictions have brought higher uncertainty to the global trade 
environment. Between mid-October 2018 and mid-May 2019, total trade flows affected 
by trade restrictions reached “a historically high level” (WTO, 2019c). According to 
WTO, about $340 billion of global trade flows – 44% more than the seven-year average 
– were affected by newly introduced import-restrictive measures during this period. Of 
that, 59.2% were Chinese imports to the United States that were affected by the China-
United States trade war. New trade-restrictive measures mainly affected machinery and 
mechanical appliances (19.1%), electrical machinery and parts thereof (15.6%), 
precious metals (10.7%), prefabricated buildings and certain types of furniture (8.1%). 
Import-wise, the new measures include tariff increases, import bans, special safeguards 
and import taxes. With regard to exports, most measures were duties, bans and stricter 
customs procedures. Currently, several additional trade-restrictive measures are under 
consultation for potential implementation in late 2019 or 2020. Henceforth, as these 
trade restrictions come into force, more and more trade flows are going to become 
covered by them in the coming months. 

 
In addition, increasing use of non-tariff measures (NTMs) is a worrying signal for the 
global trade environment. While NTMs may be used for achieving legitimate non-trade 
objectives, these are usually more complex and more difficult to monitor than tariffs. As 
such, they are sometimes used by Governments with a protectionist intent, rendering 
them non-tariff barriers (NTBs). The global number of new or updated sanitary and 
phytosanitary (SPS) measures and technical barriers to trade (TBT) measures initiated 
and reported to the WTO in 2018 reached 3,466, which was a 16% increase from 2017. 
In Asia and the Pacific, 1,360 measures were initiated in 2018, a 15% increase 
compared with the previous year (ESCAP, 2019a).8 An increase in technical measures 
is to be expected as countries seek to address certain sustainable development goals, 
such as SDG 3 on ensuring healthy lives.9 However, it is worrying that countries 
increasingly use non-technical NTMs, such as import and export bans, government 
procurement restrictions, export licences, quotas, prohibitions and other quantitative 
export restrictions in trade disputes.10   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
8
 An increase in the number of notified measures to the WTO does not necessarily imply greater use of trade-restrictive measures. 

  This could also reflect enhanced transparency of WTO’s members in using NTMs with legitimate objectives (WTO, 2019c).  
9
  See https://www.unescap.org/publications/APTIR2019. 

10
 See ESCAP (2019a), p.7, box 1. 
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The rapid increase of trade-restrictive measures has led to higher costs and 
uncertainties in the trade-policy environment. A major factor contributing to this trend 
has been the heightened United States-China trade tensions (box 1).11 In addition to 
tariffs, the United States administration also imposed regulations on export transactions 
with Chinese technological firms included in the Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS) 
entity list. The measures are potentially likely to provoke retaliation by China. The 
export controls are evidence that conflicts in technological sectors are among important 
drivers of the trade war.  
 

Box 1. The United States-China Trade War: 2019 updates 

Throughout 2019, the United States-China trade war got worse. The United States 

administration announced a series of new tariffs, followed by retaliation from the 

Government of China. By 15 December 2019, if all threatened tariffs are implemented, 

those will cover 100% of the imports of both countries.  In addition to the tariff war 

escalation, the United States has expanded its protectionist measures to include export 

controls in relation to the implementation of 5G technology and equipment since May 2019. 

The United States administration added Huawei and subsequently more than 70 other 

Chinese companies operating in the ICT sector, to the BIS Entity List. These additions 

essentially mean that all exports to the listed entities will require prior approval from the 

Government of the United States (Department of Commerce, 2019).  In addition, in August 

2019, the United States Treasury Department designated China as a currency manipulator 

for the first time since 1994. This action gives the United States room to impose more 

measures to eliminate alleged unfair competition practices in China.  

On the other hand, the two countries held several rounds of negotiation in 2019, and 

achieved “Phase-I” of a tariff agreement on 15 December 2019, just before the deadline to 

implement a new round of tariffs. The tariff agreement, is not comprehensive, but would 

improve business confidence as further tariff escalation is avoided.a Nevertheless, because 

this trade dispute’s underlying issues will remain unresolved, uncertainty over the stability 

of the agreement looms. Hence, it is still likely that companies might shift GVC-related 

investments to reduce supply-chain reliance on China. As a result, ESCAP anticipates that 

ASEAN and other advanced ENEA economies might see substitution opportunities ahead. 

In particular, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Thailand and Viet Nam are among the largest 

potential beneficiaries from the United States trade barriers to China (see figure). Some 

LDCs and LLDCs, in principle, might see new opportunities in labour-intensive and 

commodity exports. However, realizing opportunities is also a great challenge for those 

countries, where infrastructure is not ready and production is already operating near 

capacity (Lei, 2019). 

 

  

                                                             
11

 Uncertainties in global trade policy also include the persistent lack of clarity about the timing of the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Island’s withdrawal from the European Union (Brexit) and the nature of the subsequent 
United Kingdom-European Union trading relationship. Greater uncertainty adds to these costs significantly, 
particularly in the advanced economies, by raising investment risk premia in financial markets and the cost of capital 
investment. These increased uncertainties clearly caused the global economy to grow slower than expected (IMF, 
2019b). 
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On the other hand, if the current agreement fails to be delivered, the trade war could 

escalate even fouther, bringing additional detrimental impacts.The IMF (2019b) estimates 

that the current trade war might be responsible for depressing global GDP by up to -0.8% 

by 2020. Similarly, ESCAP (2018) estimated that the imposed tariffs could cause GDP 

losses of at least $400 billion worldwide and $117 billion in Asia and the Pacific. The 

estimates do not include new tariffs announced in 2019. Hence, the actual damage from 

the escalated United States-China tariff war could be larger than the previous estimates.  

Figure. Top three potential beneficiaries in Asia and the Pacific  

from United States tariffs on China 

 

Source: Based on Anukoonwattaka and Lobo (2019). 

 

 
a 

President Trump halted a 15 October  tariff increase from 25% to 30% on $250 billion in imports from China 

ahead of the mentioned pre-agreement. The Phase-I agreement reached on 15 December 2019 causes a halt 

of 15% tariff increase on $160 billion worth of imports from China and a reduction of the September-round tariffs 

from 15% to 7.5% on $120 billion of imports. 
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(b) Regional uncertainties 
 

Despite the Asia-Pacific region’s four new bilateral FTAs signed in 2019 – Australia-

Indonesia; Australia-Hong Kong, China; Viet Nam-European Union; and Japan-United 

States12 – the expectation that regional integration can provide a balance against rising 

protectionism outside the region has become uncertain. After seven years of 

negotiations, India has decided to pull out from RCEP because of political-economy 

reasons in its domestic market despite the remaining 15 participating States announced 

the conclusion of “text-based” negotiations, expecting to sign the agreement in 2020. 

The remaining RCEP parties still left an option for India to join the agreement at a future 

stage. However, the potential leaving RCEP of India has brought a great uncertainty to 

the conclusion of RCEP, in particular by causing a potential withdrawal of Japan from 

RCEP.13   

 

Rising uncertainties within the region also include trade tension between Japan and the 

Republic of Korea, fuelled by a World War II legacy. The two economies downgraded 

each other from a “white list” of countries that enjoyed minimum trade restrictions. The 

action potentially affects intraregional trade in components and materials for the 

production of computer chips and other high-tech products (Lee, 2019; Lee and Kim, 

2019; Toropchin and Tolstukhina, 2019; see also box 2).  

 

In addition, socio-political unrest in Hong Kong, China has added downside risks to 

trade and investment in the region, especially in the service sector.14 Prior to the social 

unrest, trade in Hong Kong, China – which represents about 8% of the region’s total 

merchandise trade – had already slowed down – by May 2019, the economy’s total 

trade had decreased by 3.4%. However, after the start of the protests in June, it 

plunged further by 8.2% (Trade and Industry Department, 2019). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12
 The Japan-United States deal is an outcome of the latter country’s exit from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). See 

ESCAP (2019b) for details on preferential trade agreements in Asia-Pacific economies.  
13

 On 29 November, Japanese Deputy Minister for Economy, Trade and Industry, Hideki Makihara, said in an interview with 
Bloomberg that his country will not sign the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) without India, stating "all 

we are thinking of is negotiations including India" (Xingchuan, 2019). 
14

 See ESCAP (2019c) for more details on trends in services trade. 
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Box 2. Trends and outlook in the electronics sector 

 

Semiconductors are a core component of electronic products. Overall, the worldwide 

semiconductor market experienced a sharp fall in 2019. The overall performance for 

2019 is negative. In September 2019, total sales decreased by 14.6% compared with 

September 2018. World Semiconductor Trade Statistics (2019) has projected that 

global sales will decrease by 13.3% in 2019.  

 

The main drivers behind the current weak trade outlook are lingering trade tensions 

and excess supply in the global market. The semiconductor market in Asia and the 

Pacific accounted for 60.3% of the global market in 2018 (World Semiconductor Trade 

Statistics, 2019). China is the largest individual market in the region. Oversupply has 

put downward pressure on semiconductor prices. Gartner (2019) reported that prices in 

the Dynamic Random-Access Memory (DRAM) market decreased by 42.1% in 2019. 

Prices for ‘Not And’ (NAND) flash memory fell about 30% during the first half of 2019.   

 

However, the trade outlook for 2020 is quite positive. World Semiconductor Trade 

Statistics (2019) predicted that semiconductor trade will increase by 4.8% in 2020. A 

major factor for the upward projection is the expectation that business will adjust 

production to remove the current oversupply, pushing prices up during the second half 

of 2020. Furthermore, the broad deployment of 5G technology and next-generation 

automobiles may play an important part in demand recovery and further growth of the 

semiconductor market. Downside risks that may affect the outlook are uncertainties 

from global and regional trade tensions as well as impacts from global economic 

slowdown. 

 

 

3. TRADE OUTLOOK 
 
Trade in the Asia-Pacific region contracted during 2019. Despite some regional gains 

from redirected trade and investment, the global and regional demand downturn 

outweighed these forces, pulling down the region’s trade performance. For the first time 

since the 2009, global economic crisis, trade in the region is declining both in terms of 

value and volume (table 1). In fact, ESCAP estimates that the region’s trade volume will 

decrease by 2.5% for exports and 3.5% for imports in 2019. Furthermore, export and 

import values will fall more aggressively, contracting 3.6% and 4.8%, respectively, due 

to an overall lower price level.  

In 2019, China’s exports dropped by 1.3%, while imports fell by 4.7% in real terms. As a 

result, substantial adverse spill-over effects have spread through the region. However, 

nations such as Bangladesh, India and Viet Nam challenged this trend, registering 4% 

to 8% export volume gains. This was mainly due to their role in supplying goods that 

became tariffed under the United States-China trade war. 
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Looking ahead, a modest 1.5% and 1.4% expansion of exports and imports, 

respectively, in 2020 is on the horizon; however, this is dependent on whether the 

United States-China interim agreement can reduce some policy uncertainty. This 

growth would be felt the most in developing rather than developed economies, with the 

first (excluding China) experiencing a potential 1.9% and 2.7% growth in export and 

import volume, respectively, in 2020.  

Nonetheless, a high degree of uncertainty remains, associated with trade forecasts, 
under current conditions. Even if the United States and China have reached an interim 
trade agreement, risks remain that other restrictive measures could be implemented. 
Conflicts related to intellectual property, transparency and market interventions still 
persist. Moreover, potential new restrictions may also include specific GVC-related 
sectors, such as the automotive sector. Significant supply-chain linkages will spread the 
impact widely across countries and sectors. In such a case, actual trade growth in 2020 
could be significantly lower than the projection. In recognition of the high degree of 
uncertainty associated with the trade outlook, figure 3 uses shaded bands to illustrate a 
range of possible trade growth predictions, varying between  a decrease by 1.5%  and 
an increase by 3.5%. 
 
 

Figure 3. Merchandise export volume in Asia-Pacific, 2016-2020 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the Economist Intelligence Unit database and WTO, 

eaccssed in November 2019. 

Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Trends 2019/2020      11     

 

102.3 

110.7 

115.4 

112.6 

114.3 

100 

105 

110 

115 

120 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

V
o

lu
m

e
 in

d
e

x
 (

2
0

1
5

=
1

0
0

) 

 

   



TRADE IN GOODS OUTLOOK 
 

Table 1. ESCAP forecast for trade growth in selected  
Asia-Pacific economies, 2019-2020 

(Annual percentage change) 

 

 
 
Source: ESCAP calculations, based on data from the Economist Intelligence Unit database (accessed November 
2019). 
Notes : The estimated growth rates are calculated based on constant prices (in 2010 terms). 
(a)  Projections. 
(b)  Regional trade growth is the trade-weighted, time-varying average growth rate. 
 

 

Exports Imports

2019(a) 2020(a) 2019(a) 2020(a)

Value Price Volume Value Price Volume Value Price Volume Value Price Volume

Australia 6.2 3.8 2.3 0.2 0.9 -0.7 -5.3 -5.3 0.0 2.5 -3.2 5.8

Bangladesh 9.1 2.6 6.3 7.3 5.1 2.1 5.8 -0.3 6.1 2.7 1.1 1.6

China -1.4 -0.1 -1.3 1.1 0.1 1.0 -5.1 -0.4 -4.7 2.1 0.8 1.3

Hong Kong, China -4.8 1.4 -6.1 2.9 1.1 1.7 -6.9 1.5 -8.3 3.5 1.6 1.9

India 2.0 -1.9 4.0 3.4 -1.9 5.4 -0.7 -3.0 2.4 2.6 -0.6 3.2

Indonesia -12.3 0.0 -12.3 2.3 1.2 1.1 -15.5 -2.4 -13.4 1.6 -0.7 2.3

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) -32.4 -16.0 -19.5 -8.8 -6.9 -2.0 -19.7 13.1 -29.0 -6.5 -2.1 -4.5

Japan -5.2 3.0 -7.9 1.5 0.0 1.5 -3.1 1.2 -4.3 1.5 5.9 -4.2

Kazakhstan -3.8 -7.5 4.0 3.2 -0.3 3.5 3.0 -1.8 4.9 4.9 2.1 2.7

Malaysia 1.0 -0.2 1.2 2.3 2.7 -0.4 -2.6 -0.4 -2.2 3.2 2.2 0.9

New Zealand 1.5 -2.8 4.4 4.0 2.1 1.9 -2.1 -1.6 -0.5 5.6 0.5 5.1

Pakistan 1.6 -3.1 4.9 7.1 1.6 5.4 -14.7 -6.4 -8.9 -4.8 -1.8 -3.0

Philippines 0.6 0.3 0.3 1.8 0.3 1.5 -1.0 -0.5 -0.5 3.9 0.3 3.6

Republic of Korea -1.3 -5.3 4.2 4.5 2.1 2.4 0.4 -3.3 3.9 5.0 0.2 4.8

Russian Federation -5.5 -3.4 -2.2 -0.3 0.6 -0.9 -2.5 -2.5 0.0 1.0 2.8 -1.8

Singapore -14.9 -6.2 -9.2 3.0 0.7 2.3 -11.1 -4.1 -7.3 2.4 3.1 -0.7

Sri Lanka 1.3 -2.6 4.0 0.6 0.3 0.3 -12.9 -3.2 -10.1 4.9 -0.6 5.5

Thailand -3.6 1.2 -4.8 2.4 0.1 2.3 -3.3 -1.0 -2.3 0.2 0.5 -0.3

Turkey 4.0 -1.8 5.9 6.5 4.4 2.0 -6.8 -2.3 -4.6 11.3 1.9 9.3

Viet Nam 4.4 -3.1 7.7 5.8 -0.5 6.4 4.8 -4.2 9.4 6.2 -2.6 9.1

Asia-Pacific(b) -3.6 -1.1 -2.5 2.2 0.7 1.5 -4.8 -1.3 -3.5 2.8 1.4 1.4

Developed Asia-Pacific(b) -6.9 -0.3 -6.6 1.9 0.4 1.4 -6.1 -1.6 -4.5 2.0 3.2 -1.1

Developing Asia-Pacific(b) -2.6 -1.4 -1.2 2.3 0.7 1.5 -4.4 -1.2 -3.2 3.0 0.8 2.2

Developing Asia-Pacific excludes China(b)-3.5 -2.4 -1.1 3.1 1.2 1.9 -4.0 -1.8 -2.2 3.5 0.8 2.7

12      Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Trends 2019/2020         

 



TRADE IN GOODS OUTLOOK 
 

References 

ADB (2019). Asian Development Outlook – Update: Fostering Growth and Inclusion 
in Asia’s Cities. Manila: Asian Development Bank.  

Anukoonwattaka, W., and R. Lobo (2019). Trade wars: Risks and opportunities for 
Asia-Pacific economies from US tariffs, Trade, Investment and Innovation Working 
Paper No. 01/19, ESCAP Trade, Investment and Innovation Division, May 2019. 
Bangkok: United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. 
Available at https://www.unescap.org/publications/trade-wars-risks-and-
opportunities-asia-pacific-economies-us-tariffs. 

Anukoonwattaka, W., R. Lobo, and P. Romão (forthcoming). Trade wars: Risks and 

opportunities for Asia-Pacific economies from China tariffs.  

China Briefing (2019). The US-China Trade War: A Timeline, 11 November. 
Available at https://www.china-briefing.com/news/the-us-china-trade-war-a-
timeline/. 

Department of Commerce (2019). Entity List. Bureau of Industry and Security, 
United States. Available at https://www.bis.doc.gov/index.php/policy-guidance/lists-
of-parties-of-concern/entity-list. 

ESCAP (2018). Policy developments and potential impacts of trade tensions in Asia 
and the Pacific. Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Report 2018, Chapter 4. United 
Nations publication, Sales No. E.19.II.F.3 Available at 
https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-pacific-trade-and-investment-report-2018. 

_______  (2019a). Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Report 2019: Navigating Non-
tariff Measures toward Sustainable Development. United Nations publication, Sales 
No. E.19.II.F.14. Available at https://www.unescap.org/publications/APTIR2019. 

_______ (2019b). Preferential trade agreements trends. Asia-Pacific Trade and 
Investment Trends 2019/2020. Trade, Investment and Innovation Division. Bangkok: 
United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. Available 
at https://www.unescap.org/resources/preferential-trade-agreement-trends-asia-and-
pacific-20192020. 

_______ (2019c) Trade in commercial services –outlook.  Asia-Pacific Trade and 
Investment Trends 2019/2020. Bangkok: United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific.  Available at  
https://www.unescap.org/resources/trade-commercial-services-outlook-asia-and-
pacific-20192020. 

Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Trends 2019/2020      13     

 

https://www.china-briefing.com/news/the-us-china-trade-war-a-timeline/
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/the-us-china-trade-war-a-timeline/
https://www.bis.doc.gov/index.php/policy-guidance/lists-of-parties-of-concern/entity-list
https://www.bis.doc.gov/index.php/policy-guidance/lists-of-parties-of-concern/entity-list
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Chapter%204_4Jan19.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Chapter%204_4Jan19.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/publications/asia-pacific-trade-and-investment-report-2018
https://www.unescap.org/publications/APTIR2019


TRADE IN GOODS OUTLOOK 
 

Gartner, Inc. (2019). Press release. Stamford, United States. Available at 
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2019-07-22-gartner-says-
worldwide-semiconductor-revenue-to-decline-9point6-percent-in-2019. 

Harding, R. (2019). Asia’s emerging economies are winning US-China trade war. 
The Financial Times, 25 September. 

International Monetary Fund (2019a). Special feature: Commodity market 
developments and forecasts, in World Economic Outlook. Washington, D.C. 
Available at https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs/commodity-special-
feature. 

_______ (2019b). World Economic Outlook – Global Manufacturing Downturn,  
Rising Trade Barriers. October. Washington, D.C. Available at  
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2019/10/01/world-economic-
outlook-october-2019. 

Lee, J. (2019). Saving the Japan-South Korea Relationship. Project Syndicate, 30 
September. Available at https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/japan-south-
korea-trade-dispute-trump-by-lee-jong-wha-2019-09. 

Lee, Y., and S. Kim (2019). Why Japan and South Korea have their own trade war. 
Washington Post, 11 September. Available at  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/why-japan-and-south-korea-have-their-
own-trade-war/2019/09/11/82b64246-d4fb-11e9-8924-1db7dac797fb_story.html. 

Lei, A. (2019). Is Southeast Asia winning the US-China trade war? Not so fast. The 
Diplomat, 5 September. Available at https://thediplomat.com/2019/09/is-southeast-
asia-winning-the-us-china-trade-war-not-so-fast/. 

Semiconductor Industry Association (2019). Factbook 2019. Washington, D.C. 
Available at https://www.semiconductors.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/2019-SIA-
Factbook-FINAL.pdf. 

South China Morning Post (2019). China, U.S. say good progress being made on 
phase-one deal to end trade war. 26 October. Available at  

Toropchin, G., and A. Tolstukhina (2019). Semiconductor War between Japan and 
South Korea. Modern Diplomacy. Available at 
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2019/10/18/semiconductor-war-between-japan-and-
south-korea/. 

Trade and Industry Department (2019). Trade Statistics (October 2017-September 
2019). The Government of Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. Available at  

14      Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Trends 2019/2020         

 

https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2019-07-22-gartner-says-worldwide-semiconductor-revenue-to-decline-9point6-percent-in-2019
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2019-07-22-gartner-says-worldwide-semiconductor-revenue-to-decline-9point6-percent-in-2019
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs/commodity-special-feature
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs/commodity-special-feature
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2019/10/01/world-economic-outlook-october-2019
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2019/10/01/world-economic-outlook-october-2019
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/japan-south-korea-trade-dispute-trump-by-lee-jong-wha-2019-09
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/japan-south-korea-trade-dispute-trump-by-lee-jong-wha-2019-09
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/why-japan-and-south-korea-have-their-own-trade-war/2019/09/11/82b64246-d4fb-11e9-8924-1db7dac797fb_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/why-japan-and-south-korea-have-their-own-trade-war/2019/09/11/82b64246-d4fb-11e9-8924-1db7dac797fb_story.html
https://thediplomat.com/2019/09/is-southeast-asia-winning-the-us-china-trade-war-not-so-fast/
https://thediplomat.com/2019/09/is-southeast-asia-winning-the-us-china-trade-war-not-so-fast/
https://www.semiconductors.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/2019-SIA-Factbook-FINAL.pdf
https://www.semiconductors.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/2019-SIA-Factbook-FINAL.pdf
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2019/10/18/semiconductor-war-between-japan-and-south-korea/
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2019/10/18/semiconductor-war-between-japan-and-south-korea/


TRADE IN GOODS OUTLOOK 
 

https://www.tid.gov.hk/english/aboutus/publications/tradestat/tr24mon.html (accessed  
November  2019).   

World Bank (2019). Commodity Markets Outlook. Washington, D.C. Available at 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32633/CMO-October-
2019.pdf. 

World Semiconductor Trade Statistics (2019). Q2 2019 Semiconductor Market 
Figures. San Jose, California. Available at 
https://www.wsts.org/esraCMS/extension/media/f/WST/4164/WSTS_nr-2019_08.pdf. 

WTO (2019a). Participation of Developing Countries in Global Trade System.  
WT/COMTD/W/251. 8 November. Geneva: World Trade Organization. 

_______ (2019b). Goods Trade Barometer. Geneva: World Trade Organization. 
Available at https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news19_e/wtoi_15aug19_e.pdf. 

_______ (2019c). Report of the Trade-Policy-Review-Body from the Director-General 
on Trade-related Developments. WT/TPR/OV/W/13, 8 July. Geneva: World Trade 
Organization.  

 

Online databases 

Economist Intelligence Unit. Data Tool. Available at http://data.eiu.com/. 

International Monetary Fund. World Economic Outlook database. Available at 

www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2018/01/weodata/index.aspx. 

World Bank World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS) database. Available at 

https://wits.worldbank.org/. 

World Trade Organization databases.  Available at https://data.wto.org/. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Trends 2019/2020      15    

 

https://www.tid.gov.hk/english/aboutus/publications/tradestat/tr24mon.html
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news19_e/wtoi_15aug19_e.pdf
https://data.wto.org/


TRADE IN GOODS OUTLOOK 
 

16      Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Trends 2019/2020         

 

SUPPLEMENTARY NOTE 

 

Structure and patterns of trade in Asia and the Pacific (2018) 

Trade performance in Asia and the Pacific is driven by a just few countries. Indeed, its 
15 largest economies dominate regional trade, accounting for 97% and 95% of total 
exports and imports in 2018, respectively (figure A.1). China, Japan, Republic of 
Korea and Hong Kong, China – by share of total trade – are consistently featured as 
the largest trading economies in the region. In addition, other non-East and North-
East Asian (ENEA) countries such as ASEAN economies (Singapore, Thailand, 
Malaysia, and Viet Nam, in particular) as well as subregional hubs like India, the 
Russian Federation and Australia are also important trading nations. 

 

Figure A.1. Major exporters and importers in Asia-Pacific in 2018 
(Percentage of trade in the region) 

 

 

Source: ESCAP calculations based on country data from the World Trade Organization Statistics Database (accessed  
5 November 2019). 

Intraregional trade currently accounts for 49% and 63% of total exports and imports in the 
region, respectively. China, in particular, is the largest market for other regional economies, 
absorbing more than 20% of the rest of the region’s total exports and sourcing nearly half of 
intraregional imports (table A.1).1 Outside of Asia-Pacific, important trade partners include the 
European Union  – which accounts for 18% and 15% of exports and imports by the region, 
respectively – as well as the United States, which did so for 15% and 7% of exports and 
imports in the region in 2018, respectively. 
 
 

Table 1. Trade partners of Asia and the Pacific  
(Percent of trade in the region) 

China 30.4% 

Japan , 10.6% 

Hong Kong, China 

8.9% 
Korea, Republic 

7.6% 

India ,7.3% 

Singapore , 5.3% 

Russian 

Federation ,3.5% 

Thailand 3.5% 

Viet Nam 3.4% 

Australia , 3.3% 

Turkey , 3.2% 

Malaysia , 3.1% 

Indonesia , 2.7% 

Philippines , 1.7% 
Bangladesh, 

0.9% 
Other, 4.6% 

Imports 

China, 34.1% 

Japan , 10.1% 

Korea,Republic 

of , 8.3% 

Hong Kong, 

China , 7.8% 

Russian 

Federation , 
6.1% 

Singapore , 

5.7% 

India , 4.5% 

Australia ,3.5% 

Thailand , 3.5% 

Malaysia , 3.4% 

Viet Nam , 3.4% 

Indonesia , 

2.5% Turkey , 2.3% 

Philippines  

0.9% 
Kazakhstan 

0.8% 
Other, 3.2% 

Exports 

  
 

 

1
 Dependence on exports to china was greater than 50% in some small developing economics, such as the Democratic 

Republic of Korea, Mongolia and Turkmenistan 
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Table A.1. Trade partners of Asia and the Pacific 
(Percentage of trade in the region) 

 

 Asia-Pacific  

(excluding China) 

Asia-Pacific 

 
 

Trade partners Exports Imports Trade  Exports Imports Trade  

Intra-Asia-Pacific 54.4 65.1 59.6 49.0 63.3 55.5 

China 19.6 27.3 23.3 12.2 19.7 15.6 

Other Asia-Pacific 34.9 37.8 36.3 36.8 43.6 39.9 

European Union 

(EU25)  

17.5 14.8 16.2 17.9 14.7 16.5 

United States 12.3 6.8 9.6 15.8 7.2 11.9 

Rest of the world 15.7 13.3 14.5 17.3 14.8 16.2 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations, using United Nations Comtrade data from World Bank’s WITS database (accessed 31 October 

2019). 
Note: Calculations are based on 2017 trade statistics, due to their better data coverage. 

 

 

Commercial exchanges between countries integrated in global value chains (GVCs) has 
become a key element for trade in the region. Currently, about 69% of the region’s exports are 
used as inputs in production processes in other countries. The most important are machinery 
and equipment (i.e., capital goods), followed by intermediate goods and raw material (figure 
A.2). This pattern is particularly significant in intraregional trade and most prominent in China. 
Indeed, about 77% of intraregional exports and 87% of those destined to China are used as 
inputs for production of other goods. In contrast, consumer goods are much more significant in 
exports to the European Union and United States, representing approximately 60% and 55% 
of these region’s imports from the region, respectively. This pattern reflects the Asia-Pacific 
region’s deep economic integration through regional value chains. However, it also highlights 
that, despite its rapid growth, final demand remains as coming more from the United States 
and European Union than intraregional markets.  
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Figure A.2. Exports by end use – important destinations 
                                            (Percentage of exports to respective destinations) 

 

 
Ssource: ESCAP calculations, using United Nations Comtrade data from World Bank’s WITS database (accessed 31 October 
2019). 
Note: Because of data limitations, the calculations are based on trade statistics in 2017. 
 
Most major exporters in the Asia-Pacific region are concentrated in East and North-East Asia, 
and largely rely on manufacturing products. Overall, these account for 60% of the region’s 
exports and are composed of transport and machinery equipment (including parts and 
components) (41%) as well as of other manufactured products (20%) such as footwear, 
furniture and textiles. Sluggish growth in manufactured exports, especially in the automotive 
and electronics industries, will therefore become an important threat for the region’s trade 
performance. 
 
While a handful of major economies rely on manufacturing exports, a larger number of 
developing nations are agriculture and fuel exporters (table A.2). These economies are 
mostly concentrated in North and Central Asia and the Pacific, while countries in South and 
South-West Asia depend on agriculture commodities as well as labour-intensive 
manufacturing industries such as footwear and garments. These countries will be facing 
downside risks from higher volatility and downward pressure of commodity prices. 
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Table A.2. What are Asia-Pacific economies exporting? Exports share per  

sector – Asia-Pacific and individual economics         

(Percentage of total exports) 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations using mirror techniques. The raw data are based on United Nations Comtrade data from World 
Bank’s WITS database (accessed 1 November 2019). 
Note: Calculations are based on 2017 trade statistics, due to their better data coverage. The table only shows economies for 
which data were available. 

Agriculture Fuels

Ores and 

Metals Chemical

Transport and 

machinery Other manuf Misc

6.4 8.7 5.5 10.3 40.7 19.7 4.9

China 2.5 0.9 1.1 6.0 54.3 34.2 0.9

DPR Korea 14.7 23.2 12.3 2.3 5.5 38.4 3.6

Hong Kong, China 1.6 0.5 5.6 3.3 28.0 35.3 25.7

Japan 1.5 1.4 2.4 10.7 62.0 19.1 2.8

Macao, China 8.8 0.4 7.3 7.4 15.7 57.0 3.4

Mongolia 6.9 42.0 38.5 0.1 0.2 1.3 11.0

Republic of Korea 2.0 5.7 2.1 12.2 60.1 16.9 0.9

Brunei Darussalam 0.2 94.0 0.2 3.2 1.4 0.7 0.2

Cambodia 10.1 0.0 0.7 0.5 5.3 81.4 1.9

Indonesia 26.2 22.2 5.5 5.2 14.9 23.4 2.5

Lao PDR 21.6 23.5 21.0 3.0 11.5 9.1 10.3

Malaysia 9.4 15.3 2.5 5.4 53.7 12.5 1.2

Myanmar 19.6 23.4 13.3 0.3 1.4 35.6 6.4

Philippines 9.1 1.4 5.9 2.1 67.8 11.1 2.7

Singapore 3.0 19.2 0.9 19.1 42.7 10.0 5.0

Thailand 16.4 2.2 1.8 8.7 50.0 18.5 2.5

Timor-Leste 21.3 73.6 0.9 0.0 2.5 1.4 0.3

Viet Nam 9.8 1.3 1.0 1.5 46.9 35.4 4.1

Afghanistan 70.1 6.6 8.3 0.2 1.7 4.9 8.1

Bangladesh 3.0 0.1 0.3 0.4 0.5 95.4 0.2

Bhutan 4.7 15.6 8.6 13.2 1.2 56.5 0.2

India 11.4 10.0 5.1 16.1 15.1 40.3 2.0

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) 3.1 68.0 5.9 9.7 0.3 4.0 9.0

Maldives 58.0 37.1 0.9 0.1 2.3 1.2 0.4

Nepal 27.5 0.2 1.7 6.2 1.5 62.0 0.9

Pakistan 15.9 2.1 3.1 4.4 0.7 73.2 0.6

Sri Lanka 23.8 0.5 0.9 1.9 5.7 66.6 0.6

Turkey 9.9 1.6 4.4 6.0 33.2 40.1 4.8

Armenia 20.0 0.5 47.6 1.9 2.1 19.7 8.0

Azerbaijan 3.6 90.6 1.3 1.2 0.6 1.1 1.6

Georgia 27.7 7.0 19.3 10.4 3.3 28.9 3.3

Kazakhstan 4.2 56.4 20.3 6.5 1.3 9.9 1.3

Kyrgyzstan 13.5 4.7 18.9 0.9 4.5 12.8 44.6

Russian Federation 9.0 57.2 8.0 5.9 3.7 12.2 4.0

Tajikistan 14.5 0.0 56.8 0.3 2.2 11.3 15.0

Turkmenistan 2.9 90.8 0.3 1.9 0.5 3.6 0.0

Uzbekistan 11.9 9.1 9.9 10.0 2.7 14.1 42.4

Australia 16.5 30.2 34.1 2.9 3.1 3.7 9.6

Cook Islands 65.0 0.0 0.2 1.8 21.6 3.4 8.0

Fiji 75.0 0.0 1.2 1.7 1.4 11.7 8.9

French Polynesia 18.1 0.0 0.4 1.3 3.3 72.0 4.8

Kiribati 98.6 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.7 0.4 0.1

Micronesia (F.S.) 97.6 0.1 0.6 0.2 0.5 0.6 0.4

Nauru 1.9 0.0 69.5 4.8 9.5 12.9 1.4

New Caledonia 0.6 0.0 47.0 2.0 1.1 47.8 1.5

New Zealand 73.4 2.1 2.8 6.5 5.4 7.3 2.5

Palau 75.2 0.1 2.4 0.1 18.3 1.3 2.6

Papua New Guinea 21.6 45.2 12.4 0.3 0.2 0.4 19.9

Solomon Islands 89.3 0.0 8.5 0.1 0.8 1.0 0.3

Tonga 80.2 0.0 0.9 0.6 6.0 3.6 8.8

Tuvalu 76.6 0.0 0.1 8.4 5.6 7.7 1.5

Vanuatu 63.6 0.0 0.2 0.3 33.0 2.3 0.7
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