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The Covid-19 pandemic represents an unprecedented 

economic shock, insofar as it cumulates the effect of both 

a demand and a supply shock on the aggregate economy, 

as well as an unprecedented increase in trading costs. In 

response to this shock, global trade has declined by approx- 

imately 30 % in the course of the first six months of 2020, 

but the subsequent rebound of trade volumes during the 

summer suggests a quick recovery of international 

exchanges. A detailed analysis of the times series across 

countries and sectors reveals the magnifying effects of 

sanitary measures and export restrictions on the effect of 

the pandemic on global trade. The absence of a significant 

decline in trade of essential goods and in particular of 

medical goods is nonetheless cause for optimism, as it 

illustrates the resilience of global trade relations. 
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The Covid-19 pandemic has affected the world 
economy across many dimensions, with fears that the 
repercussions of this shock will change the global eco-
nomic landscape permanently. The particularity of 
the pandemic lies in the fact that it cumulates the  
effect of both a demand and a supply shock on the 
aggregate economy, as well as an unprecedented  
increase in trading costs.

The strong decline in aggregate demand since  
January 2020 can be attributed to disruptions of con-
sumption patterns due to staggering increases in the 
number of cases, the increased uncertainty leading to 
a decrease in labor demand pushing individuals out of 
the labor force, and the decline in consumption 
brought about by sanitary restrictions on individuals’ 
mobility and mass lockdown measures. Parallel to a 
decline in demand, supply of intermediate inputs and 
services has been negatively affected by the increase 
in factory closures and strong restrictions on free mo-
bility across countries. Finally, international trade of 
goods became costlier in light of reduced air traffic 
and rising exports restrictions for fear of a shortage of 
essential goods, in a political context of global trade 
relations already tensed. 

In this series we provide some statistics of global 
trade patterns between August 2019 and August 2020 
to describe the dynamics of global trade in times of 
coronavirus.

Between January 2020 (when the Chinese WHO 
office first mentioned the existence of a new viral 
pneumonia) and the end of March 2020 (when the 
WHO characterized the novel COVID-19 epidemic as a 
pandemic), the total value of global trade of goods  
decreased by 35%, representing a drop of approxi-
mately USD 200 billions in trade flows. Global vol-
umes of imports first declined by 11% in January 2020, 
and by an additional 13 percentage points between 
February and April 2020. The reaction of total exports 
appears later, with a significant 36% decline in the 
volume of exports between March and April 2020.1

Global trade volumes reached their lowest point 
since September 2019 between April and May 2020, 
but the summer showed signs of rebounds: in June 
2020, global trade volumes were back to approxi-
mately 95% of their level of January 2020. The latest  
WTO forecast (October 2020) anticipates a 7.2% rise  
of global trade volumes for the year 2021.
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Fig. 1:  Global trade declined by 35% between January and March 2020

Source: COMTRADE data. Monthly aggregate volumes of imports and exports between September 2019 and August 2020, in millions of 
current US dollars. 
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Source: COMTRADE monthly data. Total monthly volume of imports indexed by their value in September 2019 for a selection of regions: 
North America includes US and Canada; Asia includes Japan, the Chinese administrative regions of Hong Kong and Macao, Central Asian
countries and the Philippines. Data availability for Latin America and Africa is too limited to be included.

04

The geographic spread of the economic response 
to the pandemic from Asia towards the West is par-
ticularly clear when comparing trade volumes across 
regions. Asian imports started declining as early as 
during December 2019 and reached their lowest level 
in February 2020 (e.g. Japanese imports declined by 
20% between January and February 2020), at which 
point India’s imports started dipping (-35% during  
January and March). The decrease in imports for the 
EU and North America became more pronounced  
towards the end of the quarter. The staggered re-
sponse of export flows is even starker, with a 20%  
decline in Asian exports between December 2019 and 
January 2020, a 30 % decline in Indian exports be-
tween February and March, while exports from EU 
and North America decreased by about 35% between 
March and April.2

The dynamics of import and export flows also 
suggests the importance of international and nation-
al political decisions in magnifying the response of 
global trade to the pandemic. The decline of imports 
in two waves (January–February 2020, and March– 
April 2020) suggests a significant impact of the social 
distancing and mass lockdown measures on indivi- 
duals’ consumption imposed first in Asia and only a  
couple of months later in Europe and the United 
States.3 The rebound of aggregate trade during the 
summer of 2020 also coincides with a generalized  
reduction of sanitary restrictions across the globe.

The decline in exports starting March 2020 coin-
cides with the implementation of severe export re-
strictions across the globe (the EU regulation 2020/402 
on Personal Protective Equipment was implemented

Fig. 2:  The geographic spread of the pandemic –  
Asia hit first, North America among the latest
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on March 15. 2020, a similar executive order was 
signed by the United States on April 3. 2020, and relat-
ed measures have been adopted by a large array of 
countries in March-April 2020), and the expansion of 
travel restrictions between non-Asian countries (the 
WHO first quarantine advice was issued on February 
29. 2020). While it is clear that the pandemic affected 
aggregate supply through a variety of channels in-
cluding increased uncertainty, business closures and 
decline in intermediate inputs availability, the break 
in the times series in March 2020 emphasizes the  
aggravating effect of these export restrictions.

One of the key political concerns arising from the 
pandemic and justifying some of the restrictions 
mentioned above was national access to essential 
goods. We consider some of these key sectors, namely 
food products and energy, plastics and medical goods, 
and compare trade patterns in these goods with a se-
lection of “non-essential” goods (clothes and apparel, 
electronics, toys and car manufacturing parts).4

Exchanges of energy-related goods (gasoline, 
fuel, diesel oil and natural gas) stand out from the 
group of essential goods, with a decline of trade vol-
umes of 60% between January and May 2020. This 
decline is symptomatic of the global slowdown in 
trade of non-essential goods (between January 2020 
and April 2020, trade volumes in car manufacturing 
parts declined by 65%, imports of apparel by 50%, 
and electronics by 20%) and restraints on individuals’ 
and goods’ mobility. To some extent, it is also a diag-
nostic test for the increase in trading and transporta-
tion costs throughout the period. Despite a 20 per-
centage points rebound in trade flows between May 
and August 2020, aggregate trade volumes of energy- 
related goods remained 40% lower than their 2019 
levels at the end of the summer 2020, while volumes 
of selected non-essential goods were back to their 
January levels. This may be indicative of delays in the 
economic recovery of some sectors, in particular 
transportation and tourism. 
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Source: COMTRADE monthly data. Total values of global imports and exports of nonessential goods, indexed by their value in September 
2019.  Non-essential goods are selected by the authors for illustrative purposes and include Clothes and apparel (excluding medical 
apparel), electronics, car manufacturing parts and toys.

Fig. 3a:  Aggregate trade in essential goods remained close to 2019 levels
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Source: COMTRADE monthly data. Total values of global imports and exports of essential goods (upper panel), indexed by their value  
in September 2019. Essential goods’ definition is borrowed from Switzerland’s national stockpiling policy, and includes food products, 
plastics, energy sources (include oil, natural gas and uranium), and medical products. 
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Trade in other essential goods, however,  
remained surprisingly strong between January and 
August 2020. The volumes of traded food products 
and plastics (polyethylene essential in the manufac-
turing of the majority of consumption and production 
goods) remained relatively close to their 2019 levels 
throughout the first six months of 2020. Exports of 
food products actually increased by 16% between 
January and March 2020, while trade volumes of plas-
tics only declined by 10% between January and May 
2020.

Despite the politically charged topic of access to 
medical testing kits, protective gears and respirators, 
trade in medical products remained strong through-
out the first wave of the pandemic. International  
coordination seemed to have played a key role in that 
regards, as is evident from the 17% increase in trade 
volumes of medical products between February and 
March 2020, in the immediate aftermath of the first 
WHO dispatch of diagnoses kit.

Fig. 3b:  Aggregate trade in non-essential goods decline by 60% to 20%
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Zooming in on Covid-related medical goods, the 
large discrepancies between reported export and im-
port flows reveals strong imbalances in the global 
supply of these goods, with China appearing as the 
lead exporter for the majority of these products.5 

Between March and May 2020, the volume of im-
ports of masks (in particular FFP2 and FFP3 masks for 
medical purposes, but also simpler chirurgical masks) 
increased more than 15-fold. This increase in nominal 
terms may reflect both the surge in demand for an 
item at the heart of many countries’ sanitary meas-
ures, and a possible surge in the price of these items. 
The total nominal value of imports of protective 
masks in May 2020 was USD 18 billions. Amongst  
other protective gears, imports of goggles increased 
by 46% relative to January 2020, and imports of  
gloves were 57% higher in July 2020 than in January. 

In all these instances, excess global demand has 
been met by a drastic increase of the supply from Asia 
and in particular from China. 

Trade in medical testing kits remained relatively 
more stable with a peak increase of imported vol-
umes of 25% in March 2020. The role of the WHO in 
the distribution of medical testing kits is very clear in 
the time series: the increase in trade volumes in March 
2020 can be directly associated with the first WHO  
official dispatch of kits. The stable level of traded  
volumes afterwards suggests a more balanced distri-
bution of access to these goods across the globe.  

These patterns of trade in Covid-related medical 
products are reassuring, as they show the resilience 
and flexibility of a quickly adapting global trade  
system. 

Fig. 4a:  Imports of masks increased 15-fold

Source: COMTRADE monthly data. Total volume of global imports and exports of medical goods particularly used in the context of the 
Coronavirus, indexed by their value in September 2019. The label “Masks” gathers HS6 product codes for FFP2, FFP3 and disposable
chirurgical masks,“Miscellaneous protective gear” gathers additional HS6 codes for face protections, surgical blouses, and articles of 
apparel used in hospitals.
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Source: COMTRADE monthly data. Total volume of global imports and exports of medical goods particularly used in the context of the 
Coronavirus, indexed by their value in September 2019. The label “Disinfectant” gathers codes for hydroalcoholic gel and medical soaps, 
“Goggles” considers the HS6 code for protective medical goggles, “Gloves” gathers surgical plastics or rubber gloves, and “Medical test 
kits” gathers product codes essential in the implementation of both serological and virological COVID-19 tests.

The COVID-19 pandemic represents a perfect 
storm for a sharp decline of global trade, but the eco-
nomic reaction to its initial shock is eminently politi-
cal. While sanitary measures are critical in order to 
maintain national health care systems afloat, it ap-
pears that the combination of national shelter-in-
place policies and exports restrictions magnified the 
initial shock of the pandemic. Amidst fear of a collapse 
of global trade, the evolution of exchanges of essen-
tial goods provides nonetheless some grounds for  
optimism, as they are indicative of the resilience of 
global trade. 

The rebound of global trade in the summer of 
2020 coincides with the loosening of social distancing 
in many countries. The upsurge in the number of cases 
in September 2020 confirmed fears of a second wave 
of the pandemic. Understanding how trade volumes 
adjusted to this expected second shock will be key  
in assessing the overall impact of the pandemic on  
global trade, and will be the object of a future  
Impact Series.

Fig. 4b:  Trade in Covid-related medical products more than doubled

Take Aways
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1. For this analysis we use monthly trade volumes reported by  
 COMTRADE. The set of reporting countries between August  
 2019 and August 2020 is not entirely stable, and some mirror 
 exchanges are not reported. Amongst the most important  
 missing reporters are China and South American countries.  
 Imports from China are however clearly reported. This may  
 generate non-negligible asymmetries between import and  
 export flows.

2. Data availability for low income countries is very limited,  
 which limits the scope for sound interpretation of flows  
 from Latin America and Africa. 

3. The most recent empirical studies on the topic of house- 
 hold consumption in times of Covid suggest that an initial  
 response, in anticipation of the lockdown measure, was an  
 increase in stockpiling behavior. In the context of the U.S.  
 data suggest that the largest responses were observed for  
 States with shelter-in-place measures (Baker et al. 2020).

4. The definition of essential goods and sectors is presum- 
 ably country-specific. We use a specific Swiss policy that  
 imposes compulsory national stockpiling of essential goods  
 to maintain supply in case of severe shortages to identify 
 such goods.

 

 The selection of non-essential goods is discretionary.

5. Imports of goods, and in particular of medical products  
 from China, are reported by the majority of countries in  
 the COMTRADE data. However, exports from China are not  
 reported, leading to an apparent gap between import and  
 export flows. Partial data on exports from Hong Kong SAR,  
 China confirms that the observed patterns of imports of  
 medical goods is mirrored by export patterns from Hong  
 Kong.

World Trade Organization Press Release 20-000, 
October 6. 2020
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The Kühne Center aims to establish itself as a thought leader 
on issues surrounding economic globalization – by conducting 
relevant research and making its insights available to a broad 
audience. The Kühne Center Impact Series highlights research-
based insights that help to evaluate the current world trading 
system and to identify what works and what needs to be 
improved to achieve a truly sustainable globalization.
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