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HISTORICAL BACKGROtnm OF 'J."Jm DEVELOU:i:EJilT OF 

IviiNIMUM LISTS OF COMMODITIES 

FOR HlTERNATIONAL TRADE 

Historically international commodity classification dates baclc to 

the Brussels Convention of 1913. Embryonic ideas on the subject emerGed; 

however, as early as 1900 when an International Customs Conference held 

in Paris made a recommendation for the development of a common 

statistical classification covering the most important items of 

international trade. 

From that time to the present, this subject has held the attention 

of many committees and conferences. In discussing these, there will be 

some deviation from a strict chronological sequence, in order to present, 

as a 1>/'hole, the accomplishments of a given committee or conference. 

Therefore, reports viilJ. be considered in the following sequence: 

(1) Brussels Convention, 1913; (2) League of Nations International 

Conference relating to Economic Statistics, 1928; (3) Draft Framework 

for a Customs Tariff Nomenclature, and Draft Customs Nomenclature, League 

of lifations (1928, 1931, and 1937); (4) ~1inimum List of Commodities for 

International Trade Statistics, League of Nations (1931, 1933, 1934, 1935) 

1936, 1938, and 1939); (5) Conference Gf British Commom.;ealth 

Statisticians, 1935; (6) Convertibility Index for Foreign Trade 

Statistical Classifications of :~he America:~ Nations, Inter American 

Statistical Institute, 1945; (7} Resolutions passed by the Inter American 

Statistical Institute Confex·ence, 1947; and (8) Report of the United 

Nations Statistical Commission to the Economic and Social Council, 

second session, 1947 (document E/577). 

l. Brussels Convention, _1913 

Prior to the Brussels Convention of 1913, an International 

Statistical Conference was held there in 1910, at which U:me s tentative 

classification of cowmod1ties was drawn up and submitted to the 

participating Gover~~ents. 

In 1913, twenty-nine nations held a Convention Respecting the 

Compilation of International Commercial Statistics and adopted a 

Common Nomen...:lature of Merchandise composed of five main headings and 

186 sub-divisions, With the exception of food and beverages, live 

animals and gold and silver} this classification divided commodities 

by stage of production between raw or simply prepared and manufactured 

articles. 

Provision vTas made for this classificaticc: to be ratified; to 

insure publication of statistics based on the classification, the 

/Bureau 
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Bureau International de Statistique Commerciale was established at 

Brussels. This Bureau was made responsible for the collection, 

co-ordination, and yearly publication of statistical information 

furnished by countries regardine their e:~ort and import trade.· 

Eighteen nations ratified the Convention. 

2. International Conference_ Relati!!,S _t_o Economic Sta"ttistics, Leagu,e 

of Nations, 122~ 

The Conference noted that a customs tariff nomenclature was in 

:r~~ocess of preparation and that trade statistlcal nomenclature is 

u~ually baqed on the customs tariff classification of a given country. 

Therefore, it was recommended that tthen work on the tariff nomenclature 

was sufficiently advanced, the Committee of Statistical Experts should 

draft a minimum nomenclature for trade statistical :pur-poses. It was 

further recommended that until a standard statistical nomenclature for 

external trade was prepared and adopted, countri.es which ratified the 

Brussels Convention of 1913 should con·tinue to furnish the Brussels 

International Statistical Bureau With information based on that 

classification. 

3. Draft Framework for a Customs Tariff Nomenclature and Draft 

Allocation of Goods to the Various Chapters of the Framework, 

!>eague of Nations 

A. 1928 Report 

At the Horld Economic Conference held in May 1927, it was 

recommended that the Council of the League of Nations initiate the 

dra-vTing up of a systematic customs tariff nomenclature. The Council, in 

turn, gave the assigrunent to the Economic Committee which appointed five . 

e:A'"}?erts to consider :principles for constructing the frame1-1ork of a. 

customs tariff nomenclature and to maJ~e recommendations regarding further 

fv~J?S to be teken to introduce order, simplicity, and uniformity into 
such a nomenclature. 

This Sub-Committee of Experts for the Unification of Customs Tariff 

Nomenclature prepared a. :preliminary draft framework, which was dravm up 

with certain :;?rinciple s in mind. Two of' the more im.portan.t of ·these · 

vrere (1) the amount of vrork done in transforming raw materials into semi .. 

manufactured orfinishedproducts, and (2) tile grouping of commodities of 

the same kind in one section or chapter. 

The Economic Committee of the.League circulated this draft framework 

for comments, and these "ivere considered by the Sub-Comrni ttee early in 

1928. The Draft Framework for a Customs Tariff Nomenclature as :published 

in the June 1928 report was considered to be in final form and consisted 

of twenty-one sections and eighty-six chapters. 

/B. 1931 Report 
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B. 1931 Re;port , _. . . , .. 

After :the Draft. Framework fo.r. a Customs Ta,riff Nom,enc.;t,ature wa~ 
. " 

established.?-s final in 192~8, the _Suo-0-ornmitt~e of Experts began vmrk 

on the distribution MitMn, the frame~·rork of goods ent~ri.l1f? into 

international trade. The bases used for this clistribution, taken into . . . . ;, . .. ··. " ... ·.. ' 

account either separately or tor,ether, .vere as f'ollows: origin; process 

of manuf~ctu-re; degree of workmanship;· economic importa:q.ce;_ in some 

cases,. nature of packing; and,, in exceptional cases, destinati~n. 

The result of this work was the Draft Allocation of Goods to the . ' 

variouf? Chapters of the Framework published in 1931. The list contains 

main or ·b_asip items, secondary, and sometime.s tertiary or qua ternary 

items. In the opinion of the S1Jb -Co::nrJi ttee, use of the principal items 

(approximately 1,000) spould be .compulsory. Use of the sub-i:tems should 

not be obligatory, but combinations or.additional sub-divisions should 

be made '·rithin the frarne·uorlt and idt}:lin c~rtain_ limitations set dmm by 

the Su"b·:-Commi ttee • 

C. .1937 Re~ort 
The Draft Customs Nomenclature (1931) was distributed in 1932 tr 

the various Govenrments .for examination. Seventeen nations submitted 
. ' ,t I ., ' 

cornmen~s- which ~ere reviewed by the Sub-Committee of~ ExPerts ... ,The 
. . 

resulting finai form ~f the Nomenclature was publish~d in 19i37. in t;vo 

volumes, the first containing the Nomenclature and an Alphabetical List 

of Products, and the second presenting Explanatory Notes on the 

nomenclature . ' .. : 

4. Minimum List of Commodities for International Trade Statist~c~, 

League of Nations 

A. Co~ttee of -Statisti?al ~xperts Report, 1931 
The first meeting of the Committee of' Stat~stical Experts vras held. 

in 1931 for the purpose of consid~ring c~rtain questions referred to i.t 

by the 1928 International Conference relating to Economic Stati~tics .~ .. 

Some of the_ proposals suggested . in this. Commi ttce 's report were -. (1) the 

conduct of an experiment in recording external trade statistics by 

country of origin, consignment, purchase, etc.; and (2) the appointment, 

.. -of sub-committees to consider·a number of technical problems! 

One of these Sub-Committees was Cl-Sked to prepare.a minimum list of' 

commodities for external trade statistics using as a pasis .. tpe Draft 

·Customs Nomenclature~ and also to draft principles for.dei,;ermining the 

relationship of a commodity classification. for trade statistjcs to .. 

:. eommodi ty classifications in other fields and :to in.:dust:r;i~l and 

occupational classifications .. 
. . 

/~. Committee . . ---:-r 
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'At its iue~ti:ng in 1933, this Committ~e decided that the results of 

the experiment in recording certain commodities by countries of provenance 

and destination were ·of limited value, ·due partially to excessive 

latitude in choice of commodities and to the difficulty of matching 

import and export records. 

The Sub-Committee of.Experts for the preparation of a Minimum List 

of Commodities for International :Trade Statistics; which was appointed 

in 1931, had asl::ed its Chairman, Mr. E .D; Durand, to prepare a first 

draft. This draft was circulated to the Sub-Committee members for 

comments, after which revisions were made. 

Then the Minimum List was submitted to the Committee of Statistical 

Experts, which approved it provisionally. The Sub-Committee was given 

p,;rmission to make minor changes on the basis of suggestions made by the 

main Committee, and was inst~~cted to send the tist to the Sub-Committee 

for Customs Nomenclature with a view to reaching some agreement with 

that Sub~Committee. It was further decided that, whether or not such 

agreement was reached, the List should be distributed to the contracting 

Governments by J~e 1, 1934. 

C. Minimum List of Commodities for International Trade Statistics, 

19;34 
As a result of its 1933 solicitation, the Conimittee of Statistical 

Experts received, from its own members, such a volume of comments on the 

Minimum List that an extra session \vas held. in order to consider them. 

This was deemed necessary so that the List would be ready for 

distribution to Governments by June 1, 1934. 

TheSub-Cornmittee of Experts for the Unification of Customs Tariff 

Nomenclature submitted. preliminary views on the List stating that no 

major changes in the framework of' the Customs Nomenclature could be 

made; that the aims of the two lists were different; and that both 

should be adopted. 

The ~linimum List, as circulated. in June 1934, contained eighteen 

r~cti6ns, fifty-three chapters, 443 primary items, and 691 items plus 

sub-items. In general, the List represented a combination'and 

re~arrangement of the items in the Customs Nomenclature. 

The List was prep~red with certain general principles of connnodi ty 

classification ·in mind, though it uas the consensus that no single 

principle should be the sole or dominant one used, The important ones 

considered were: 

1. Nature arid origin of the COnlmodity. or of its basic material 

(a) T:He natural kingdom under which ·the basic material of 

/the connnodi ty 
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F. Minimum List of Comm.ddi t:Lea to%' Internationai Trade, 1938 
In 1938, the Minimum List was revised because of a 1937 revision 

' . " ;-,.. ' , 

of the Draft Customs Nomenclature on wh~ch the List was ba~ed. 9banges 

in the List were kept to a minim~, the majority being in the references 

to the Draft Customs Nomenclatu.re. 

At the time of this report, twenty-five nations were using the 

Minimum List. 

G. Committee of Statistical E~erts, 1939 
A fe\-1 additions and corrections to the 1938 Min,imtun List were 

published in the 1939 report. At that t~me, thirty-one countries, as 

well as certain dependencies of the British Empire, were preparing 

statistics according to the List. 

5. .~erence of British Commonwealth Statisticians, 1935 . 
Events leading up to the Conference of British Commonwealth 

Statisticians in 1935 may be traced back to recommendations made by the 

Dominions Royal Commission of 1911-1917 concerning the lack of 

comparability in Connnonwea.l th ~ta,. tis tics. The Imperial \Jar Conference, 

1918, reaffirmed these resolutions and.called a Statistical Conference 

for 1920 at which Commonwealth statistics were comprehensively reviewed. 

In addition, resolutions regarding requirements and practice in trade 

statistics were made. 

In 1923, .an.Imperia~ Conference instructed the Board of Trade of 

the United Kin8dom to prepare a detai:;J.ed scheme of Connnomteal th trade 

statistics, but little progress was made on this assignment. As a 

result, in 1926 another Imperial Conference recofumended that a meeting 

of Commonuealth statisticians be held. Similar suggestions 't·Tere made 

by Imperial Conferences of 1930 and 1932, and by the Committee on 

Economic Consultation and Co-operation in 1933. 
Af'ter repeated postponement, the Conference of British Commomvealth 

Statisticians was assembled in 1935. The agenda contained items on 

uniformity of statistical classifications including commodity 

classification, the preparation of summaries of external trade in 

accordance with the agreed classification, and statistics on the origins 

r·1d destination~ of importapt articles of Empire.trade. 

Twenty committees were set up to consider various aspects of 

statistical work. Some of these were on: 

Uniformity of Statistical Classific~tions (Commodities, Industries, 
' ·. " ," 

and Occupations) 

Classification of Commodities in Trade Statistics 
i' ' '·i 

Sources of.Imports and Destination of Exports 
' :' ,· : .... ,,~ . 

Valuation of Imports and Exports. 

/An important 
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~-- impo~tarit· res6l~tion made :-by the ffrst· 6f these · wi~- to the.,. 

effect-that commodities-' should be 6i~s~i:fi~d. on similar lines in 

statistics ~f extern'ai t~ad.e~ producti~n,'''pr:tces, etc. 

The Co~i tt~e on ~he ; Classtffcation ~f Commodi tie~ in Trade 
/ ~' 

Statistics endorsed the principles of such tlassiflcation,· as stated 

by the Leagu~ of l'l'~tions; .fi:nd ccinside~ed i.£s· i-tems generally 

satisfactory for the reporting of British Commonwealth trade statistics. 
. . . 

The Committee on Sourc~s ·of:Iniports and Destination of EXports 

approved the'ieague's recom...Uendation that a~iliary trade statistics 

recording cotmtries of origin of thirty-five specified commodities'' 

should be compiled. 

Regarding the Valuation of Imports-and Exports, a res6lution was 
: . -

adopted to the effect' that it Would be helpful if the aggregate value 

of imports could be sub~divided according. to bro~d groups of co~odities_. 
· The Conference . suggested 'that the Statist;ic~l Abstra.ct fo; the . 

: ( ' '' .•. ' " ~ . . ,' ' . ,_" 

British Empire should include trade of the United Kill8dom, Dominions' 

and India . iri thirty-fi v~ ·leading groups of commodities~ The detail of 
f • • .. ' 

the Leagtie's Minimum List was also recommended for inclusion in the 

Abstract.' 
·' 

6. bonvert~bili ty Index fot ~'oreig~· Trade ·Statistical Classifications 

of the American Nations - Ba.sic Classification Scheme Shmr~;ng 
i :. • - . -~ .··- \ . • :·- ~ ' ' ' - ' • • ' ' <( .- '~ •• ' - •t • 

Detailed EXJ?ort and Import Commodi t;y: nescript.ions. by Classes of 
.. - . : ·: .- . . . . . - -.r . . -. •. . - .. -"'- . . ·~ , '-. , ~ . . . : . 

the Minimtun List of Commodities for International Trade Stat.is~-':. 

Inter Ameri.c~n Statistical. Institute, ;t.945. 
' j. •• , • 

This Basic Classific~ti~:>n Scheme. of the Inter American Statistic.al · 

Institute published in 1945 is a forerunner. of a series of national 
. - .. ' . ~ . ; '. . . ' . . - . . . . ' . ' 

indexes for converting foreign tr?-d~ .. pta.tistics of each of. the. American 

nations into a common classification :pattern for international comparison. 

Since the majority: of articles' e~t.ering into the. trade of American nations 

appear in the foreign t~ade ~f th~ United States of America, the term~. in 
! . ' ' 

this volume (approximately 55,000) were taken largely from 
. - ' . r' ,, 

··- ' ' ' ~ • ' !, ' • ~ 

United States of America e:q>ort - and some from her import - 9tatistic.t;tl 

lists. 

The completed· Convertibility Index lvill consist of: 
•• . .'1 _·:·:_ • ,- • * ( .'">. ,.._ . . { . . . 

{1) A preliminary Basic Classification, with detaile.d listings. of 
' . - . . "' .. 

the commodity descriptions {inclusion terms) under each (. 

classif'icatio~· group to i~sure ~niformit/ of interpre~~:tic;>n in the 

coding and classification processes. 

(2) A nationai ·~o~~e;t~bility i,~dex, 
nation from its ow ~lassific~~~~n· to 

adopts the Basic Scheme. 

prepare(!. ,l;>y_ each ~erican 
• • . - ' I -

the Baste Sch:e:t¥-e ,_ :unl,e&s it 
'•' 

I ( ~) A rev5 ~eo 
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(3) A revised.Basic Classification Scheme, prepa~ed after several 

years by the I.A.S.I., and containing as complete a coverage as 

possible of the· names of all commodities traded in the Western 

Hemisphere. 

(4) Continuing revisions in the Basic Classification Scheme to 

keep abreast of broad international needs. 

The Basic Classification Scheme, which is the first part of the 

Convertibility Index, was based on the 1938 Minimum List of Commodities 

of the League of Nations because the latter had been vtidely used and was 

the outstanding effort toward the creation of an international foreign 

trade classification for statistical purposes. Some modifications in 

the Minimum List headings· 't'le~e made. 

In coding the items in the Basic Scheme, the recommendations set 

forth in the Draft Customs Nomenclature, 1937, were followed. 

United States of America experts lrerA consulted on difficult cases; and 

finally a conference to discuss accumul.ated problems was held by the 

professional staff of the I.A.S.I. and teclrnicians of the EcononLtc, 

Financial and Transit Department of the League, ~tnder whose guidance 

the Minimum List was developed. 

The primary purpose of this Basic Scheme is to assist countries in 

building national covertibility indexes from their Olin trade 

classification to the Basic Scheme. In addition to the classificat::i.on 

scheme, there was published in the same volume a suggested method of 

preparing a national'convertibility index, a summary of the status of 

foreign trade classifications in the American nations, and details of 

the modifications made in the Minimum List. 

7. Resolutions of the Inter American Statistical Institute, 1947 

At its first session held in Washington, D. C., September 1947, 
the Inter American Statistical Institute adopted a number of 

resolutions, some of which are pertinent. 

A. Resolution ;30. Foreign Trade Statistical Classification 

At the I.A.S.I. meetiJ?.g on foreign trade statistical classification, 

opinion favourea the application of the Minimum List of Claeeific~tian 

ot Foreign trade by all American nations. It vrn.s therefore recommended 

that the Executive Committee of the I.A.S.I. consider establishing a 

technical section for the purpose of 11 (1) establishing, developing, and 

perfecting of the Basic Classification Scheme of Foreign Trade; (2) the 

preparation and co-ordination of national convertibility indexes; and 

(3) the preparation of a general nomenclature in Spanish which will 

embrace the over-all contents of said inde~es". 

/B. Resolution_....3!. 
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' 
B. -Resolution ~J.. Foreis-.u Tra.de.;.§ta.tistioal ;I?ractices and 1 

.! 
Definitions 

The .Institute.conside.reQ. that in attet:npting to. secure compa.ra.bility 

of American nations, foreign trade statistics.r there should be adopted 

not only a common olassific~tion of commodit,ies but also. un:l,fol·m 

practices and definitions :i,n other elements pf export and ·import 

statistics. To accomplil:lh this, it 'vas recoiPmended that, with a fe't'l' 

exceptions, definitions and; standards as presented .in "r.fethodology in . 

FprcignTrade Statistical Practices in the Americas" by Santiago. 
' ' J ' • ,. ' . '• ,, ~ ' 

lvosgobo~n;i.lc b€J: adopted.. Th~s~,:study, to a large .extent, advises the use 

of proposals made at the 1928,Jnternational Conveution. 

Another resolution stated that "~he Basic C~assificatio.,nScheme of 

the I .A.S.I. should be. adopted ~s the principal:. scheme or as ·a:.·' .. 

complementarY. conversion scheme for the classification of commodities 

in foreign trap.e statisticstt. 

8. Report of i1'.:§..._S~P:!.~l?_!;ical _s!..e.mmissi~~to the Economic and Social 

Another re010::nt dovelop1:1er-~.t in the field o:f commodity classification 

for international trade is an assignment given by the United Nations 

Statistica;L Commissi9n (September 1947) to its Com.'U.ittee on Statistical 

Classification.: This Committee. was, asl~ed to make recommenda.tions for 

the standardization of the. classification .of cOIPl.lOdities entering. into 

external trade, taJ,cing into account the '1ork previously done in this 

connection by the League of Nations and other international 

organizations. The Committee is cur:t•ently working on this assignment 

and expects to have a preliminary draft available for distribution 

ear1y in 1948 .. 

'' 

1.' ·•. 
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