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SUMMARY OF THE EXTERNAL TRADE STATISTICS OF ESCWA MEMBER COUNTRIES






Introduction

No changes were observed in the performance of world trade during
2013, which came as an extension of the trends that prevailed in 2012. A
modest growth of 2.2 per cent was registered for world exports in 2013, a
rate very similar to that of the earlier year. It is widely believed that this
continued slow growth of world trade is driven by the weak demand on
imports in developed countries, particularly the European Union, which is
still suffering from economic recession and high unemployment. Recent
statistics show that world exports reached 18.4 trillion United States
dollars (US$) in 2013 in current prices. The United States of America
achieved the highest growth rates and Japan the lowest. Active and
significant rates of trade growth were observed in China and South Korea,
and in many other developing countries, especially in the Arab region,
bolstered by high oil prices.

World oil prices are extremely vital for most economies of the Arab
region. Due to the persistence of oil prices at a level above US$100 per
barrel, ESCWA member countries, in particular oil-rich ones, have
continued to generate rewarding trade surpluses during 2013. However,
world oil prices fluctuated and declined slightly towards the end of 2013
and the OPEC basket price averaged at US$106 per barrel, about US$3
less than the rate of US$109.5 in 2012. In spite of the rise in the value of
the region’s total trade to US$2.05 trillion a year in 2013, compared with
US$1.98 trillion in 2012, trade surpluses for the region decreased from
about US$544.6 billion in 2012 to about US$455.6 billion in 2013. The
share of the region of world trade rose meagerly to 5.9 per cent in 2013.
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Contrary to the growth trend prevailing since 2010, the exports of
the region stagnated during 2013 while its imports increased by US$91.5
billion, recording a 12 per cent increase. Major oil-exporting countries are
still the largest exporters and their share of the region’s total exports
mingles around 90 per cent whereas their share of the region’s imports
represents 74.5 per cent. The share of oil exports in total exports of those
countries ranges between 51 per cent in the United Arab Emirates and 99
per cent in Irag, which justifies the absolute dependence of the region on
the performance of international trade in oil and oil products.

At the national level, the Sudan achieved the highest rate of
increase in exports during 2013, which reached 109 per cent in the
aftermath of the huge decline suffered in 2012. Palestine followed with an
increase rate of 49 per cent, then the United Arab Emirates with 8.4
per cent, Oman with 6.5 per cent and Bahrain with an increase rate of 5.9
per cent. The Syrian Arab Republic and Libya suffered a continued
retraction of their exports during 2013 by 50 and 28.6 per cent
respectively, followed to a lesser degree by Lebanon, which suffered a
12.2 per cent contraction, Egypt with a decline rate of 6.5 per cent and
Irag, whose exports shrank by 5.1 per cent.

As for imports, Irag claimed the highest increase rate during 2013,
which reached 150 per cent, followed by the Sudan with an increase in
imports by 50.7 per cent, and Libya and Oman with a rate of 22 per cent
each. The Syrian Arab Republic suffered, as in the case of its exports,
a continued contraction of imports during 2013, with a 26 per cent
decrease rate, followed by Egypt whose imports decreased by 9.9 per cent.
It was also noticed that both Lebanon and Tunisia recorded a slight
decrease in their imports of less than 1 per cent each.
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For country groupings, the region’s foreign trade is far dominated
by the major oil-producing countries, whose share of the region’s exports
amounted to 90 per cent and share of imports to 74.5 per cent in 2013.
Due to the relative fluctuation and slight decrease of oil prices during
2013, those countries generated lesser, but still sizable, balance of
payments surpluses that amounted to US$563 billion, compared to
US$693 billion during 2012. In contrast, the more diversified economies
managed to bring down their trade deficits and to narrow the 2012 gap by
US$15 billion in 2013, with total deficits reaching US$107.3 billion.
With the exception of Bahrain, the latter group of countries experienced
chronic imbalances and distortions in their balance of trade. As these
countries struggled to develop their national exports, imbalances seen over
the last two decades led to an accumulation of trade deficits fueled by the
larger growth of imports, which resulted in exhausting their export
earnings and widened their deficits over time.

Generally speaking, both groups depend to a large extent on foreign
markets as outlets for their national exports and as suppliers of their
needed goods. Countries of the region are thus more open to the world
but at the same time more dependent. Dependency and openness
indicators are measured in terms of the share of a country’s total trade to
its GNP. Measuring these indicators in 2013 showed that the United Arab
Emirates was the most open country in the region as its ratio of trade to
GNP reached 179.4 per cent, followed by Bahrain with 125 per cent,
Oman with 114 per cent and Jordan with 88 per cent. The least open
countries in the region in 2013 were the Syrian Arab Republic, in which
the openness ratio was of 22 per cent, followed by the Sudan with a ratio
of 33.6 per cent and Egypt with 35.2 per cent. A ratio that exceeds 100
per cent can be explained by extensive re-exporting.
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