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l. This report serves to present to tbe Statistical Commission information 

on the present status of the work initiated by the Commission at its eleventh 

session on the subject of the compilation of external trade statistics by 

computer. The experience of the Statistical Office over the past two years, 

together with certain general conclusions resulting from that experience, are 

summarized in Annex I. 

2. Annex I was prepared by tbe Statistical Office for consideration by 

a group of experts convened by the Secretary-General to advise him in this 

field and is here submitted to the Commission for its information. 

3. Annex II constitutes the report of the Expert Group, which met in 

Rome from 26 February to 2 March. The group was composed of experts from France, 

Ghana, Japan, United Kingdom, United States, European Economic Community, Food 

and Agriculture Organization, General Agreement on Tariffs and 'l'rade: Inter

American Statistical Institute, International Monetary F~nd, Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development, and Statistical Office of the United 

Nations. An observer from tbe USSR was also present. 

4. It will be seen from paragraph 5 that the Expert Group considered 

that there was substantial need for a new eff~rt towards the rationalization 

of the collection, processing, and publication of statistics of external trade 

by-commodity-by-country at the international level. The group concluded that 

the provision of an international servicing and computational centre for 
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processing and making available the data could usefully contribute to this 

rationalization, and set out a number of considerations concerning the nature 

and operations of such a centre. 

5· In view of the importance of these proposals, the Secretary-General 

has felt it desirable to present the Expert Group's report in extenso for 

consideration by the Commission. In addition to the substance of the proposals 

>rhich the Commission is invited to consider, attention is drawn to the question 

of the relations among the United Nations, the specialized agencies and other 

interested organizations, which a co-operative project of this kind inevitably 

involves. The Secretary-General wishes to encourage such co-operative efforts. 

Comments on the proposals have been invited from these agencies and organizations, 

as requested by the Expert Group in paragraph 23 of its report. Representatives 

of the interested agencies and organizations have, moreover, been invited to 

~eet at United Nations Headquarters iiTmediately before the start of the 

Commission's session, in order to exchange views on the proposals. The 

Commission will also have the benefit of the direct expression of the views of 

the representatives in the course of its discussion. 

; ... 
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15 Ja)'lna:ry 1962. 

THE INTERNATIONAL COMPILATION OF EXTJ1.:1HAL T&D:C STATISTICS BY COI.IPUTER 

(1Tote by tne Statistical Office of the United Nations) 

l. In the Report of its eleventh session (:C/3375), the United Nations 

Statistical Commission initiated work on the application o1· electron~c computer;• :r~·r 

statistical compiJ.ati.on as follows~ 

i) The Corrmission noted~ as a task requiril"lg acldi tional attention u:. che 

future, wc:.:k on t~1e us:s o:r e.1.ec LronJ..c equi:~;:ment for purposes of 

statistical comp:i.J.at:l.o:1 and tabulation to meet modern neads \para.. 16); 

ii) The Corrmission reqw;3sted the Secretariat to cx:periJ:Hm.t wL tn tbe use of 

electronic computGrs in facilitating the rapid process" .. ng, ve:::·' fying and 

printing of trade-by-commodity-by--country stc.tist.:.cs (P..eo~·)lut:irJ,, 6(XI)6); 

iii) The Commission listed as a continuing project of high p:::-:lc1 i 1;,-; the stwiy 

of the methodology of automatil::l data processing (para 158 (4) m). 

2. The exper~ence gained by the Statistical Office in the last two years has 

shown the usefulness o.:t: computers for the r11:1-arrangement, verification, analy<>J.~::~ 

and tabulation of data and has also brought to light a number of technical and 

administrative proble~s. The technical problems arise mainly from the rapid 

development of electronic equipment and are being studied by statisticians at the 

national and international levels. Certain of the administrative problems, on the 

other hand, appear to require eonsideration at the international level in order 

that governments and international agencies may make known their present, and 

probable future, needs for international statistics in the light of the ca.paeity 

of computers to re-arranae and analyse data, and in vL·der that the most economical 

and rational means of meeting these needs may be studied. The present time is 

particularly appropriat~ for such study since the application of electrcnic 

computers to statistical work is just beginning or is under active consideration in 

a number of national and international statistical offices. 
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3. In view of these circumstances, the Acting Secretary General decided to 

convene a small group of experts consistina of representatives of governments and 

international agencies to advise him on this subject preparatory to the 12th 

session of the Statistical Commission (22 April to ll l\Iay 1962). It has been 

onsidered advisable to confine the discussion, at the first stage, to the field 

of external trade statistics as one which, to a marked degree, exemplifies the 

advantages of co~pilation by computer and the technical and administrative problems 

which ar~e. 

4./'External trade statistics are uni~ue among statistical series from the 

point of vie~ of the large volume of data involved and the regularity ~ith which 

the data appear.~In each country there is a detailed commodity classification 

normally containing over one thou3and i terns, spedfied. in quanti·cy and value, and 

sub-classified by partner cc\.mt:ry. At the interna.t5.cnal level the need to 

distinguish the repo:L'ting count:r::.8s adds a f\~.rthel' dimension. For almost a century 

the individual trading nations have ~rovtded for one another's n~eds by exchanging 

among themselves their· n11.tiona.} s ~e.tistics of e;cternal trad.e 5.n +.he r~o:.·m of 

published docu,:nents. Sine~ the days of th9 League of Nations, gcve:rfl~:::,r·~s have more 

and more tended to look to international agencies to perform thie. "'unct~ .;n~,.. rrhe 

international publication of trade-by-corrmodi ty data is cur.::ently t:'::?Lf .. 8d by the 

Statistical Office publication 11 Commodi ty Trade Statistics" ( CTS) sl10Fing quarterly 

the direction of trade in each of the 10 sections and each of the 150 groups of the 

original SITC (now 177 groups of the SITC~ Revised) and covering about 80 per cent 

of world trade, supplemented by annual matrixes covering the world and showing 

inter-regional trade in the SITC sections and selected SITC divisions (see the 

issues for March and April 1961 of "Monthly Bulletin of Statistics"). Besides 

being available in printed form, CTS data a~e, prior to 1960, a~ailable on about 

200 thousand punched cards per quarter, but the great bulk of the cards has severely 

limited their use; economists wishing to re-arrange parts of the data have usually 

had to compile by hand from the printed source. Some detail below the SITC group 

level has been published for certain regions by agencies such ae the OEEC and EEC 

but, in general, a country requiring detailed commodity information about other 

countries' trade still has to have recourse to the publications of the other 

countries with all their difficulties of translation and conversion of units and of 

classification systems. Existing arrangements, it should perhaps also be noted, 

require governments to supply similar tabulations and cards to a number of different 

agencies of which they are members. 
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5. Though the United. Nations experiment in compiling "Commodity Trade 

Statistics" by IBLl 7090 computer (described in more detail in Annex IV) has been 

restricted by financial limits on computer time and on the amount of data which 

could be published, it clearly indicates the advantages of the storage and 

transmission of data on magnetic tape (a single reel of tape, for instance, per 

quarter holds the CTS data rather than 200 thousand cards) and the revolutionary 

advantage of co:il.p';.(ters for conve:::-ting currency, quantity and codes and f0r :nakin.g 

the re-arran3ements, aggregatas and comparisons which governments and international 

e.gencies would find useful for pu1:~oses of analysis. I:1 fact,/ l. t app.;a.rs most 

likely that the appetite for variouG arrangements and comparisons of international 

trade data is so great that it could never be sRtisfi8d by a program of publication 

that would be within the capac.i ty of ar.y go•,rernme:.1t or international agency; the 

only final solution of the proliJ..::!ru would appc;.:..." t') l.:le the storage on ma.gentic tape 

of the necessary detail combined witt tre com:rL~te a:1d rapid access to it which is 

provided by electronic ccmpute:;::s. 

6. Exper·i.ence bas shewn ths.t the operation of such arrangr:.m?ni:s wnu!d require 

thorough administrative and tach..'lical planning, close liaison amo"c!g th8 ;_;.:.lernments 

and international organizations concerned, and the continuous exer·c~.-Je or vigilance 

and ingenuity in detecting and meeting technical difficuJ.ties as they <:>.r.:.se. It is 

thus difficult to see how the objectives could be met without centralization of the 

steps which bring detailed national data onto magnetic tape expr0s<o~d in standard 

units and identified by standard codeo and thus ready for gane:.'o.l ~.;.se. In view of 

these considerations it is hoped that the Expert Group will provide advice as to 

whether it is appropriate to try to meet by concerted international action needs for 

external trade data which are partly nhtional and partly international and, if so, 

what specific needs would best be so met and what is the best way to meet them. In 
stuqying these questions the Group is requested, inter ~, to provide advice on 

the following points; 

a) The basic arrays of data which are best suited for regular publication to 

meet the general needs of governments and international organizations; 

b) The commodity level at which data in standa~d units and identified by 

standard codes should be available on magnetic tape for further 

processing by computer to meet special requirements of governments and 

international agencies7 
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c) The administrative arrangements best suited to providing the data at 

(a) c:nd (b) in tl1e most economical way while minimizing the nec.essi ty of 

governments to report similar data to the various international agencies of 

which they are members. 

7. Basic arrays of data are published periodically by a number of international 

orgar.izations. Pr9'oably the widest coverage is contained in the United Ni!tions 

"Co;,~r.:odi ty i:r&t.ie 3tatietics" and relr>.ted SGries which is refe.,..red to in paragraph 4 

above. It wouLi ba feasible ~(i extt:;-,rl this material in order to publish data for 

the sub-·groups vi thout partrcsr cvLL.'1t~r analysis each quar·ter and with partner 

country analysis once a year. The ssrvice would be spseded up if the data for each 

reportir.g country were processed and publlshed 9 1'9l'baps in loose-l('3.f fo:rm 9 as soon 

as received, this would. avo·i.J the n.::·~e'3si ty, wlti~:h exists if data are published in 

corr:mo<llty rather th'J.n i!: repo2tj1:r;:; country cc-J.e:r 1 cf' dc:c:.ying publicatJon until the 

most tardy cotmtry has roport6d. If tlds were o.on:o, periodic publication in 

commodity order could s.l:;o be 2.rrc-:-:ge1 or tl:.j.s funr::tion could bf'l pr:•rform'.'d by 

individual international ore:>r:i ticr;s start:tng from the basic taiJOS pro,l.t.::ed 

cen'trally. 

8. It is recognized tl:at no limited number of. arrangem~:mts of t::Cs c':e·~a can 

meet all the needs of governments and agencies. The protlem to be co:~siie:ed is how 

to meet the chaneing requirements for data, other than those in the basic arrays~ on 

short notice and in the most economical way./The requirements would be met if 

detailed data could be stored on magnetic tape in such a way that a minimum of 

ad hoc programming·would permit the extraction and re-arrangement of the desired 

information at the desired level of detail., For this purpose decisions have to be 

made as to the nature of the detail which ~ to be stored on tapes and as to methods 

of providing ready access to it. The full detail available on magnetic tape on a 

quarterly basis mlt;ht well be at the SITC sub-group level (4-digit code). In this 

connection it is interesting to note that the re-arran~ement into other economic 

categories devised by the Statistical Office of the European Economic Communities 

is designed to start from SITC data at the suo-group level. The SITC, Revised, 

has 1,312 items (5-digit code) and it would be possible to maintain basic records 

on tape at that level if the Group felt that the added burden on governments of 

reporting so mueh detail were justified. It would also be possible to arrange to 

record data at different levels for different commodity classes. 
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9· Whatever general scneme is adopted, it will probably be desirable to arrange 

tha1, cournries shall not be expected to report full detail in commodity ')lasses in 

which they have little trade, but may report at whatever level is most meeningful, 

showing the full ietail only vihere the magnitude of the trade justifies doing so. 

1r. The basic publication and the basic tape discussed above could, if so desir 

contain, besides the summaries by commodity already mentioned~ .Jther summaries by 

partner cou."l.tries and by rcportine eoun'tries or by a combina.hon of the two likely 

tc., be rec.s_uired.. The summar~es imCJ''Idiatel:;r available on the tape need not be the 

same as those available in the publication. A possible regional grouping of partner 

countr1es is suggested in the second par·~ of Annex II. Enough cou.."ltries are 

currently report;_ng on the basis of the S.ITC to pc;:rr::i t reporting :Jountry totals to 

oe made qua.rtel·ly fcl' a>.w or all of the folL::wt:c'r: rf•g.~onsg Nort~ Americat Coilllllon 

JVJ.:a.rket~ EFTA. 

11. A gene,r~:2£1~ of_..£::'.:::..£~!-tio~2..· If the necessary administrative 

arrangements couJ.d oe m2.de, ~ t mlf-'H be envisag::ld that each go·.-er:lmAa~; -:vould ·supply 

its basic tr-ade-by-comm~di·~y--by-country data to a single into:cnati.ons..l o:;.,:;Tvice 

cen"ter. The data would ord~.narily be supplied in the form of pu:"ched cr,.~.·:is or 

magnetic tape ot· the sort, and using the GVde systems a':'ld units of quat' t.. ty and 

currency, norma.i..ty produced by the reporting country; 

usually be acconrpanied by the ~.;vrrespond.l.ng tabulation 

the cards or tape would 

for use in checking!/. 

It would have to be understood that the center would undertake to distribute the 

proDI:lssed da"ta Wlthin a predetermined period after the·receipt 'Of the raw data 

from governments. The center would. then, on behalf of·a11 governments and agencies, 

use computer ·techniques to tra.nsfO-"m the aata somewhat as follows: 

a) c<:>nvert to -co11.1ID.on uni'ts of quantity {metric) and a collq]lon ;currency 

(U. S. dollars or thousands of U. s. dollars); 

b) convert, where necessary, to a common commodity classification (the. SlTC, 

Revised, UnHed Nations Statis,tical Paperst Series M, No. 34·); 

c) conv~r~ to a common numerical partner country code; 

If Aiinost ali makes of computer will accept data input and produce- output-on-
standard 80 column IB~ cards. The international transmission of trade data is, 
thus, possible without manual intervention. 
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d) subject the converted data to agreed mechanical checks of accuracy and, 

in cooperation with the reporting country, correct errors discovered 

(see Annex I, paragraph 3); 

e) make the agreed basic summaries (see paragraph 10 above)~ 

f) prepare the magnetic tape containing basic data (see paragraph 8 above) 

for djstribution to governments and international organizations; 

cor:::espo:c~din3 cards could be supplied to users prefer-r:-ing them and 

arrangements to supp~y tha data on punched paper tape could probably also 

be made; 

g) produce and distribilte the basic quarterly publication (see paragraph 1 

above). 

12. Agencies or governrr;ents receiving i;apes o::- cards from the center would 

re-arra..'1ge the data and furtbe:r.- prepare th:::m by coQpUti"r for publication or analysis. 

They would profit by not having to dupli0ate the basic steps taken centrally. The 

reporting govermnent would also benefit by not having to report de"Gajled trade data 

to more than one place. 

13. '.ille Expert Group may ·.vish to recommend the principles en which such a 

scheme should be based and to discuss tl::e general form cooperation rr1igh ~ .take, it 

being understood that existing procedures for reporting to international 

organizations shall con".;inue until all technical a.nd administrative details of the 

cooperative scheme have been worked out. Experience with computers has shown that 

a period of overlap between the old methods and the new should be planned when 

computer techniques are introduced so that unforeseen technical difficulties in the 

application of the computer will not cause a hiatus in the appearance of the data. 

14. In considerir~ ways of relieving governments of the necessity of supplying 

trade-by-commodity-by-country data simult'111eously to a number of international 

organizations and of relieving the organizations of the need to duplicate much of 

the da.1a. 1)rocesaing, the Statistical Office has been impressed by the advantages of 

centralizing preliminary processing in a single place. The technical advantages 

are obvious~ only one group of technicians has to master the details of converting 

national data into standard form, verifying them and summarizing and preparing them 

for distribution; only one computer programme has to be :ui tten for this purpose 

and checked out. The technicians can be highly specialized and routines can be 
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rigidly esiaol1shed to min1W4ze the chances of error and delay. Economies in the 

rental of computer time and in the use of personnel are to be expected from a large 

scale relatively continuous process ~s compared witb the smaller scale 'and. 

necessarily sporadic operations which would be the result of diviQ~ng up the work 

of original processing. A center would also be able, at the request of governments 

or organizations, to do special computer jobs invblving the data of many reporting 

countries at o~:v;,e. 

15. The cost of central p:::-ooesslng by computer would, of course, vary with 

the periodicity and the degree of 1.~"'!:;ail requirei. The cost of renting computer 

time to do a minimum of processinP, would probably be about $50,000 per year. If a 

variety of arrays or comdderable detail ware :raquirc.cls "fhe cost of· machine time 

might well be mu.l 't'l.plied by two or ·three. Printing ar..d distributing data would 

cost from $15,000 per year u,9, d.epsnding on the size of the issues and the number or 

copies distributed. 

16. The Export Gr-:-up will wis!l to make a recommendation to tho;') Ading 

Secretary-Geno!'al on tl1e feae.i.b::.l:i.+,.r of the sort of co~peration h<:L'e dic: .. tssed. If 

it considers tnat a scheme of cooperation is desirable, it maJ wi::>ll to :t.:>c.:Ynmend 

that arrangements he ma<la for processing t:rade-by-commodi-ty-1Jy-coun·~l'Y .:ata 

centrally and may aleo Wl.Sh to make suggestions as -r.;o noN ad.m~~ns-r.;ra"t:."!~ c.nu 

technical matters may best be arranged and what time-table might be aimed at for 

setting a scheme in operation. 
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Some Technical Question~ Relevant to Cooperative Processing 

of detailed 'rrade-by-commodi ty-by-country Data 

1. .§._t_a_lldar_d~.:p~ion of Commo_di t;r __ Cl~,!3i_:fj.cation. It is assumed that the 1960 

revision of the United r;ations Standard Internatjonal Trade Classification (SITC, 

Revised) and its numeric3.l codE: .,; l ·; ;-,,,, uc~~d in basic international tabulations. 

Countries are currently supr1y:_nr. ~,, '':. to the Statistical Office either on the basi 

of the 177 groups or tl:e 625 suc-g::·uups of the SITC, Revised~ the Office now 

publishes trade-by-commodity-by-country data at the g::'oup and section levels only. 

2. 9_oding ~;~ P2E_t:-:~~.?:!'l.tri:::.E.· Recoding b~r co:rputer is very eas:r but, if 

countries wish to be alJJe to pu.blis'.,_ data (wit~1out recoding) in the original order 

in which they app€Holr o:1 the tab 1.1le:'.;icns, cards or tapes produced by a center, 

agreement on a standard coding of partner countries wiJ.l have to be reached. The 

coding currently used by the Statis~Jcal Office is given in J-inr.ex. II. T\0 

individual dig2 ts do not, it should b3 noticed, play the sa:ne .role in s:.~.·t''"'"rization 

by computer that they do in s1.unmarization by ordinary punched card eq_uipm<•.•:t. :Cach 

country would, however, have to report in sufficient cou1rtry detail t.; so:::·, ~sfy all 

users. 

). Che_c::ki,!:_<'L.£_f the -~ata bL_~nter. Electronic computers offer magnificent 

facilities for the verification of data in all their details. After conversion of 

the data to dollars and metric quantity units, the Statistical Office makes the 

following checks~ 

a) whether partner country detail adds up to group totals, (independently 

reported in national units and converted); 

b) whether group totals add to section or grand totals (independently 

reported in dollars); 

c) for each individual group-by-country entry, whether the quantity, value 

and unit value bear reasonable relations to the corresponding magnitudes 

in the previous period for the same group and partner country. 

The tolerance limits can be varied in accordance with e~~erience. A message is 

written whenever a comparison falls outside of the prescribed limits. Statistical 

personnel thus have to examine only what the computer has found to be unusual; as a 
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rule only a few dozen entries per reporting country. Of these most are not errors 

but pecttliarities of the trade and what errors there are usually result from errors 

in the data repor'teu by governments •. I:r a Cvv.l;'e.r·o.tJ.ve scheme is used, agreement will 

need 'tO oe reachect on the checks to be applied and corrections to be made by the 

center on behalf of all subsequent users. 

4• ~~ardiz~tion of cards a~ape~. Cooperation will be the more fruitful 

the more readiJ~r the out:;;mt cards c..nd tap8s of the center can serve without 

readjustment as inputs of others. As stat:.od in the body of this paper, most makes 

of computing equipment will acnept IL~i cards as input and will produce output on 

IBM cards. There are, furthermore, for certain ,airs of makes, machines that will 

write information from tapes of the one directly onto tapes of the other. Annex III 

suggests a standard "card form" to be used on cards and tapes. T:1e center could 

readily, in ma!ring the changer; :in t'nits and coc'l.es mentioned earlier, al3o, if it 

were agreed, put t::1e C:.ata in a st::.ndard car·i form for the convenie~ce of subsequent 

users. Governments ·;wuld continue to use the card or to.pe forms that fit their 

internal procedures~ t'Je conversio!'l to international form would be ma::l2 ?y the 

center. 

Annex II 

Partner-Country List and Code currently used by the Statistical Office 

241 U. S. Amer. 316 Mexico 388 Norway 458 Bulgaria 
251 Canada 318 Nicaragua 394 Sweden 464 Czecho. 

324 Panama 396 .Austria 466 Germany, East 
274 Argentina 326 Paraguay 398 Portugal 468 Hungary 
276 Bolivia 328 Peru 404 Switzerland 474 Poland 
278 Brazil 334 Uruguay 414 Iceland 476 Romania 
284 Chile 336 Venezuela 416 Ireland 479 E. Eur. nes 
286 Colombia 339 Lat. Am. nes 426 Greece 
288 Costa Rica 428 Turkey 484 Aden 
294 Cuba 364 Belg. Lux. 434 Spain 486 Bahrain 
296 Domin. Rep. 366 France 436 Finland 488 Kuwait 
298 Ecuador 36B Germany, Fed. 438 Yugoslavia 494 Qatar 
304 El Salvador 374 Italy 439 VI. Eur. nes 496 St. Arab. nes 
306 Guatemala 376 Netherlands 498 Jordan 
308 Haiti 384 United Kgdm. 454 USSR 504 Cyprus 
314 Honduras 386 Denmark 456 Albania 506 Libya 



514 Israel 
516 Iran 
518 Iraq 
524 Saudi Arab. 
526 Yemen 
528 Oth. Arab. 
534 Lebanon 
536 Syria 
538 UAR 
544 Sudan 
546 Ethicpia 
548 Somaj_i.land 
554 Fr. Somaliland 
559 Wdd. E. nes 

564 Australia 
566 N. Zealand 

'i6n So. Africa 
·584 Br. E. Afr 
586 Gambia 
588 Ghana 
594 Hauri ti•.lS 
596 Nigeria 
598 Rhod. Nyas. 
604 Sier. L?cne 
606 Zanz. Pemba 
608 Oth. St. AfT.. 
614 Cent. W. Afr. 

6lo lJahome;y 
618 Ivory Coas't 
624 Mali Rep. 
625 Senegal 
626 lviauri tania 
628 Higer 
634 Upper Volta 
636 Guinea 
638 Equat. Afr. 
C.:i.tt Cent. Af. Rep. 
646 Chac1

. 

648 Conr,0 :Bra. 
654 GalJon 
6:;6 Cameroun 
658 hada"gascar 
564 Fte·.mion 
666 Togo 
674 Con:;o L.::;o. 
6; •) i:.ngola 
f/[6 l\:.oz.arr:~-~~ ... -:;_·Ja 
6.Stl 0 Port. '{v • Af. 
6a~ Sp. Cent. A~. 
GJ& Liberia 
634 Alger·ia 
6~;:) L~oroo-:::o 
693 Tunis:i.a 
704 AfrL:a nes 

714 C.hina Mnld. 
718 Korea, N. 
724 Vietnam, N. 
728 Out. Mongol 41 

731 Japan 
754 Burma 
756 Ceylon 
758 India 
764 P::il~istan 
7 ;)6 Llal:::.ya Fed. 
768 Singapore 
77 4 S<1:c·a.wak 
77 G B~7Ul1ei 
778 N. Borneo 
784 Hong Kcng 
786 St. As. nes 
794 Afghanistan 
796 C~.i.na Ta:t·.v. 
~{(A C b -.-_,~ ,,:::;.m OCJ.:.La 

804 Laos 
80f: Viecnao Rap. 
8')8 InC:.onesia 
814 Korea, Rep. 
816 Philippines 
818 Thailand 
81-4 JIIepal 
826 Ryukyu Isl. 

ST/STAT/CONF. 13/1.1 

Page 10 

~34 Oth. As. nes 
838 Port Asia 

86L1. Jarnaic::, 
856 •r:ririidad T. 
868 Bc..harnas 
874 Barbados 
876 Bermuda 
878 Br. r.:1iana 
tsf4 .i\rn. St. nes 
894 Neth. Antii. 
696 Surinam 
898 G;1adeloupe 
904 I!lartinique 
9~6 Panama C. z. 
908 .A:ner. nes 

924 Fiji 
920 Pa~ma 
922 Aus. N. Guin. 
934 0. S. Oceania 
:; _) ~' (i < S. f:J.rope 

95 -~: G~a.;r 
958 l)r~aanic-, nes 
964 .1\..';>W.S -,,,_~8 

966 Uns.-;J8·> Cied 
985 p,~..: s~1i.~s 
991 Spec. Cats. 

Suggested Partner Country Totals and Subtotals 

Developed countries 
Underdeveloped countries 
Eastern r.;urope, Mainland China, etc. 
Sterling Area 
Africa 

North America. 
Latin American Republics 
Western :europe 

Common Market 
EFTA 
Other Western Europe 

Eastern Europe 

Middle East 
StE:rlinc; M. E. 
Other M. E. 

Australia, N. Zealand, So. Afr. 
Central Africa 
Other Africa (Alg. ~ Mor., Tun.) 
China Llainland, etc. 
Other Asia 

Japan 
Asia, ne-o 

Other Countries 
Sterling America 
Countries nes 



Cola. 

~13 

15 
20-23 

27-3C' 
35-41 
47 ... 58 
59-72 
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Suggestion for Stana.ara ~Jard Form for Trade Statist:j.cs 

Pe:rj.od code 

Qua.lity units cede 

Reporting country c•Jde (le!t jt~ctified) 

Partner country code (la't't justified) 

Commodity code (left justified) 

Quantity data (right justified) 

Value data. {right . j'L~Btifi•ld) 

Ann~x IV 

Outline of the Procedure used by the ::ltatistical Office in p:roCN<-L~~g 

Trade-by-Cotlmodit.f...;by...,country Data by Elect!.'onic Compu.tFlr 

1. Most da·~a are sent to the Statistical Office by governments on punched IBM 

cards via air express collect. Each government uses its own card format. Some 

governments sen.d machine tabulations or printed or typewritten tables; these are 

coded where necesaary by the Statistical Office and punched onto cards by an 

outside contractor. The United States provides data on tape {converted from Univac 

to IBM tape by a machine made by the Ampex Corporation). The volume of cards {or 

the equivalent) for about three dozen reporting countries is about 300,000 per 

quarter. 

2. The Statistical Office prepares "programme cards" for each reporting country 

which describe the national card format, currency unit, quantity units, commodit,y 

code, partner country code. 

3. A contractor transfers the programme and data cards to tape. 

4. An IBM 7090 machine, on which time is rented from a contractor, processes 

the tape. It converts units, commodity and country codes into standard form. 

5· The data are sorted by the 7090 into the inve~~ of reporting countr,y-by

SITC group-by-partner country order and data having identical codes are added. 
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6. The checks described in paragraph 3 of Annex I are made and error messages 

are written on a tape which is then printed. 

7. The Statistical Office examines the printed error messag~s and makas 

correction cards where necessary. The corrections are transferred by the contractor 

from cards to tape and then incorporated by the 7090 into the main tape. (This 

corrected tape is used in the next quarter to check against the new current tape). 

8. P:-ed.etermine::. but variable 0ommod.i ty a:1d partner country aggregates are 

made from the corrected tape 'by tba 7090. 

9. The entries are sorted into commodi ty.-by-reporting country-by-partner 

country (or partner region) order by the 7090. 

10. The ?090 di7id.os the sorted d2-ta among three tapes from which the figures 

are tabula ted by a.n IBM 1401 r:n.chine at 10 lines a second on headed. sheets ready for 

photo-offset re:;;J'rr>duction. One tn:pe prints ~ha Su.urnar;v Tables, the second the 

Detailed Tables, the third the A~.,:c.8li: Tables of "Cot:trr,od.i ty Trade Statistics". Each 

of the tables bas a nurr,"b3r of colw:t:::cs psr page. The 7090 sets tht?.s~ up by reading 

sorted data .~.:''~EEJil by_~C? lu~::-_ into i: s memory so that the wooJ.•3 ta·;·,J.-c st"n·'ln in the 

memory. The table is t~en read out of the memory line by_ li::'2.1.. on ·~o the ·~'.\pe from 

which the 1401 p~ints tte table a line at a time. 
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ORIGINAL: ENGLISH 

REPORT OF THE Ej~P~=-:T GROUP ON Trl.l£ IN'I'ERNAT"IONAL 
CO!V1PILATION CB' EXTERNAL TP.ADE STATISTICS 

1. The Group of Experts met at FAO headquarters in Rome from 26 February to 

2 March 1962.!/ Mr. o.v. Wells, the Assistant Director-C~neral of FAO in charge 

of Economics and Statistics1 opened the meeting and, after welcoming the experts, 

drew attention to the tasks in front of the Group. 

2. In the Report of its eleventh session (E/3375) 1 the United Nations Statistical 

Commission initiated work on the application of electronic computers for 

statistical compilation as follows: 

(i) The Commission noted, as a task requiring additional attention in the 

future, work on the use of electronic equipment for purposes of 

statistical compilation and tabulation to meet modern needs (para. 16); 

(ii) The Commission requested the Secretariat to experiment with the use of 

electronic computers in facilitating the rapid processing, verifying 

and printing of trade-by-commodity-by-country statistics 

(resolution 6 (XI) 6); 

(iii) The Commission listed as a continuing project of high priority the 

study of the methodology of automatic data processing {para. 158 (4) m). 

The Group of Experts was convened by the Secretary-General of the United 

Nations to advise him preparatory to the twelfth session of the Statistical 

Commission on the extent to which the use of electronic computers would make 

possible an improvement in the availabil~ty of external trade statistics for the 

!/ The list of experts is attached as Annex r. 

; ... 
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analysis of commodity-by-country trade and to increase the timeliness and 

efficiency of the desired compilation, and, if the use of computers ~as indicated, 

what organizational arrangements were desirable to draw maximum advantage from 

the computers. 

;. The Group revie~ed the current situation of the supply of and the demand for 

internati0nal trade statistics. On the supply side it was noticed that 

internatiunal organizations have largely taken over from Governments the task of 

bringing together the trade statistics of a number of countries based on uniform 

standards. These agencies included, besides the statistical Office of the United 

Nations, the regional economic co11~issions and agen~jes of the United Nations 

grouped by subject matter or repcesenting groups of countries, such as OECD, 

EEC, IASI, having a community of economic intersts. Through their activity the 

range of international statistics of external trade available to Governments and 

the public in terms of uniform classification had greatly increased. On the 

other hand, partly because of the increased supply, the demand for these statistics 

and for different rearrangement of them has grown to the point that such demand 

cannot be fully satisfied by any feasible programme of regular publication ~hich 

is within the capacity of Governments or international agencies to produce or of 

consumers to use effectively. 

4. The increased demand from international organizations for the data has 

multiplied requests to Governments for the trade figures on which international 

tabulations can be based and has often made it necessary for Governments to supply 

simultaneously to a number of international organizations data arranged in 

different ways and in different degrees of detail. In fact such demands upon 

Governments have been increasing at such a rate as to prejudice their ability 

to meet them all. During the course of discussion, it was indeed brought out that 

left to itself the situation in this respect is likely to become worse rather 

than better, with further organizations embarking on programmes of collection, 

processing, and publication of such statistics. The problem could only be solved 

by very close co-operation among the various international organizations. 

5. Out of the discussion of the Group, which dealt with a wide range of topics 

related to the general problems outlined above, the following general sense of the 

meeting emerged: 

; ... 
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There was substantial need for a new effort towards the rationalization of 

the collection, processing, and publication of statistics on external trade 

by-commodity-by-country at the :i.nternational level. T'ne Group reccrnmen,::ed th&t 

steps be taken to bring about such rationalization for the purpose of easing tJ1e 

present and :prospective burdens of duplicative systems on countries and on 

intcrneti':,l'al o:--ganizations end in order to make more readily available for 

analytic e,nd administrative purpose the wealth of data that exist now and that can 

be expected to become available in the future. 

1t was concluded that the provision of an international servicing and 

ccmp]ltational centre for r;-r;;c:essj:'_'g and maldng avc;.:i lable t:-:e data could usefully 

contribute to this rationalizat:.on. But it is to be noted that not all means t~o 

achieve rationalization have been considered by the Group. There ·1vere many 

problems to be faced in such an enterprise and the Group discussed several aspects 

of this. The remainder of this report deals with the sense of the Group on the 

following aspects: the nature, location, and organization of the centre; the form 

of reporting to the centre1 i.e., level of detail1 the acceptable reporting forms, 

and the paths of reporting; the relations with other organizations; tbe question 

of publication and other outputs of the centre; questions related to data quality 

and improvementj financing; and problems of the transition ~eriod. 

The basic data required by the centre 

6. It was agreed that the work of the centre should be based principally upon 

the receipt of quarterly COffimodity-by-country data sufficient to tabulate at the 

level of the five~digit code of the SITC1 Revised (as is the present practice of 

EEC in its publication), though it was recognized that many detailed needs, 

particularly those of commodity specialis'ts 1 could not be fully met in this way 

and that Governments and organizations would have to make other arrangements to 

satisfy demands of this kind. 

7. The procedure for supplying basic data was then discussed. It was agreed 

that magnetic tape provided the most economical means of transmitting the datE'-;· 

punched cards were also economical and that, where Governments could supply 

neither of these, tabulations were also acceptable. Where tape or cards are used 

they should also, where possible, be accompanied by tabulations for checking 

purposes. 

f . .. 
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8. It was intended that the arrangements at the centre would be flexible enough 

to accept data not precisely in the form just described. For instance, countries 

whose trade in certain commodity classes did not justify the compilation of five

digit detail could report at a lesser level of detail for those classes as 

appropriate, using five~digit detail only where the nature of the trade justified 

it. Wl:el'•1 countries had not yet completed arrangements for compiling data 

according to the SITC, Revised, the centre could temporarily accept data according 

to other classifications if an adequate key were available between that 

classification and the SITC, Revised. On the other hand, countries may be 

request~d to supply detail for some of the optional sub-headings of the SITC, 

Revised,. 

Publication and other forms of information output 

9· The Group felt that it was premature to specify at this time the exact form 

of regular publications. 

The period between now and the time the centre can get into successful 

operation and perhaps also the first period of its operation, should be utilized 

to examine the advisability of new publications1 consolidation and elimination of 

existing publications, more useful formats, etc. The future decisions in this 

area would of course take account of the needs, standards, and suggestions of the 

countries and the various organizat~ons. During the discussion on publication 

several suggestions were made as to some possible directions that change in 

publication might take, e.g., annual publication of the five-digit detail; tables 

on exports by country of destination in order to focus on markets. It was 

suggested that there was a need for the analysis of world trade by main three-digit 

groups. It was also suggested that some modification of the grouping of countries 

now used in United Nations publications might be necessary. But no consensus was 

reached and, as noted above, the issue was left for later decision. It was 

indicated that in order to prevent differences in timing with which country 

information reaches the centre from unduly delaying publication, it might be 

possible to put out particular publications in two volumes with different timing. 

10. In addition to information that will be presented in regular publications, it 

is contemplated that the centre will regularly issue to Governments and 

I ... 
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international organizations with minimum delay a limited number of copies of the 

detailed rep0rting country information as each country's report bP.ccm~s available. 

This will, be ;issued in any of seve1.~a1 physical forms - tape, cards, pt.oto

reproduction of table print-outs. 

11. ThP. centre will make available on request, and in the output form requested, 

£r'•Y an<.?, "~-'-1 i::1f;1mati:::>n in its possession in any recombination or o;cgaohation of 

th2 dat:.:. J.Jeed.ed. 'TI:e salient feature of the new arrangements would thus be full 

acceBs by the particip?.ting countries and organizations to all the information 

made available by countries. Fo::- this work, the centre vlill be ready either to 

accept machine progra::rmes c"!: tt.~ :.-.~questing Ccvel'i.r_:.::.n"':. or o:::-ganization or to 

prepare the machine progrtir:mcs uecessary to meet the p~rticular needs. 

12. In order not to lose existing information wh~le the centre is working out 

its programme, it was reco~u~nded that, for the present, international 

organizations now publishir:g foreign trade statistics by-commodity-by-country 

should maintain the general form of their publication prograrrme in accordance with 

their own requirements, incorporating of course, where relevant, inforllia"':.ion 

becoming available from countries not now supplying such data. (The ability of 

the centre to accept non-SITC data may in fact result i~ an immediate increase in 

country data.) 

The nature of the centre 

1;. The general feeling of the Group was that there should be a centre which 

should maintain a library of statistical data on magnetic tape concerning external 

trade and compute, tabulate, publish or otherwise make material available to 

interested Governments and agencies. The kind of machine faciliti~s required, 

which were likely to be on the scale of e.g., the IBM 7090, and the skilled and 

experienced personnel needed, were a limiting factor. Moreover it was also clear 

that the Group did not feel able at this meeting to make dP.finitive recommendations 

on the geographical location of the c.entre, but was agreed on the kind of 

considerations that ohould go into ~ucb a decision. 

14. The participants felt that the centre ought to be attached to the Statistical 

Office of the United Nations in 0rder to avoid the difficulties connected with 

setting up a new international institut1on1 but in any case to profit by the 

I .. ,. 
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knowledge, experience and progress made by the Statistical Office of the United 

Nations in this field. 

15. As far as concerned the geographical location of the centre, it should be 

one giving ready access at reasonable cost not only to the main computer 

facilit~es to be used by the centre but also to the wide range of ancillary 

eq'lj pmc:-nt that might be necessary for such tasks as converting the different kinds 

of tapes. The location must also permit rapid communication '·o and from the 

centre, both with respect to the transmission of data and with respect to the 

ease of maintaining checks on the data. 

Histor::..ccl data 

16. One of the ways in which the centre could assist Governments would be in 

prcNiding figures for a run of years which would help in the analysis of trends. 

Once the centre was in operat~on, data from a starting date would of course be 

available, but there would be a problem initially in respect of back years. Many 

countries would be unable to supply data in :cespect of even recent past years in 

full fJ.. ve -digit detail, but it 't/as agreed that the centre should seek the 

co-operation of Governments in exploring the pnssibilities in this direction. 

The transition period 

17. t::xper:..ence with computers has shown that a per:i.od of overlap between the old 

methods and. the ne-w should be planned when com:;?uter techr:5.'1ues are introduced so 

that unforeseen technical difficulties in the a;Jplication of the computer and 

organization of the flow of material will not cause a hiatus in the appearance of 

the data. This transition period would provide opportunities for consultations 

between officials of participating Governments and organizations and the staff of 

the centre on all technical questions connected with the operation of the centre. 

18. The period of transition would thus be used both for experimentation in the 

best methods of proced11re and also as a period in which all advances in technique 

of collection, checking, relations with respondents can be collated and 

incorporated intn the procedures of the centre. In order to facilitate this full 

utilization of existing experience, the centre will seek the technical co-operation 

o.f those participating international organizations now actually engaged in the 

collection, compilation, and publication of external trade statistics. 

I . .. 
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19. While the centre must be considered as the heart of the collection, storing, 

and output of external trade statistics, it was recoguized that there would often 

be situations in which the most effective and speediest ~eans of getting the 

statisticD to the centre might be through other organizations which, for these 

purposes;, vrould: be acting as indirect collecto:rs. for the centre. The kinds of 

situations in wnich this might occur are where regional organizations are aiding 

countries in the reporting and compilation of such statistics or where an 

organization is collecting data at a finer level of detail than required by the 

centre and is willing to p=ovidc a five-digit combination to the centre. Whether 

or not these methods of collection will be used will, of course, depend on the 

relative convenience to reporting Governments and on the relative rapidity of 

returns made directly to the centre. 

Impro~ent of the quality of foreign trade statistics 

20. The main subj~ct of this particular meeting and the purposes of the computing 

centre recommended by the Group were in the area of the technical handling of 

whatever foreign trade statistics existed. The object of the centre was to 

improve the availability of data on international trade statistics. The centre as 

such would have little to do with the improvement or expansion of national 

statistics except in so far as the handling procedures had this result. However, 

it was recognized that the centre could not provide more or better statistics than 

were fed into it. Several participants at the meeting stressed quite strongly the 

importance of improving the basic data as part of a general programme of external 

trade statistics. In this work, the constructive role of various regional and 

specialized organizations was recognized but it was also urged that the United 

Nations Statistical Office continue and expand its efforts in this area. 

21. Another aspect of the question of quality of the information was discussed 

in connexion with the general problem of the procedure of checking the returns. 

The importance of such checking by qualified experts beyond the kind of checking 

that could be accomplished through machine methods vas stressed. On this point it 

was emphasized that the advances made in quality checking up to this point by 

various organizations should not be lost in the transfer to the centre but that it 

f ... 
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was obviously impossible for the centre to do all the quality checking. That 

could be provided by detailed commodity experts. Some concern was expressed as 

to whether the centre could have enough expert staff to do this and it was 

recognized that this was a difficult organizational problem to be solved. 

Financie~_impJications 

22. The Group recognized that the proposals being made had financial implications, 

which may be substantial; it stressed, however, that the services available from 

the centre and the potentfsl benefits to Governments and to the United Nations and 

other agencies resulting f:om its operation should be kept closely in mind in any 

evaluation of the financial implications. This is particularly important since, 

in view of the prospective increases in the volume of work in this area, costs 

under the present arrangement~ are likely to increase in any event. The Group 

could not go into details in this matter either with reference to estimating the 

over-all costs or with reference to specification of the principles of allocation 

of those costs. It was, however, considered that, if the centre is attached to 

the Statistical Office of the United Nations, the United Nations should bear the 

overhead costs of the centre, including basic processing1 regular publication in 

agreed-on formats, and the provision to Governments and interested international 

organizations of limited quantities of copies of print-outs of all country data 

(to be made available as each set of country results is ready). It was recognized 

that it might be necessary for the centre to be specifically recompensed for the 

marginal costs of any special tabulations provided in the form of tapes, cards, or 

print-outs. The Group did not feel that it could specify at this time the exact 

dividing line between "regular" and "special" work, or that between "overhead" and 

"marginal" costs; nor could it establish the details of a fair and equitable 

pricing system for "special services". Similar pricing problems occur, and have 

met with workable solutions within the statistical services of individual countries 

and there is no doubt that some workable solution can be evolved here. 

Relations of United Nations and specialized agencies 

23. The Group was informed of certain procedural reservations on the part of FAO 

and considered that in order to meet the FAO views the Secretary-General should be 

asked to write to the specialized agencies inviting their comments on the proposals 

in this report before submission of any paper on the subject to the Statistical 

Commission. f ... 
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