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BACKGROUND 

CUSTOMS BASED TRADE DATA 

International trade data represent an integml 
element of every country's statistical program and 
are almost universally derived· from Customs 
administtative documents. Because of this. tmde 
data embody a number of UDique features. 

Foremost, they are among the very few cummt 
economic statistics that are dmwn from a ceDSIIS 
of all relevant transactions. Because of this. they 
lend themselves to a multiplicity of very detailed 

. breakdowns which makes them one of the few 
economic indicators ~ bas immediate relevance 
for small as well as large business. 

Secondly, the statistical daIa derived from Customs 
documents are generally very reliable because there 
is an immediate operational benefit to business in 
providing accurate. and complete information to 
facilitate the movement of their goods across 
international borders and because the provision of 
this information is enforced by. Customs. 

And. not least in imponance, trade daIa are 
vinually free to. statistical agencies because they 
are a by-product of regular Customs opemtions. 

Detailed. accurate and timely trade data are critical 
to decision making in both the public and the. 
private SCCUJr. Govenuneots require ttade data to 
effectively manage taxation and foreign excbange 
policies ami to negotiaJc multinational trade 
agreements and tariff negoliations. In the business 
sector, trade daIa are used continually to measure 
market shares, monitor price trends, identify import 
and export markets and ID guard against unfair 
trade practices. . 

WINDS OF CHANGE 

Recent developments in the international .-ui 
domestic !lading environments, however. such as 
Europe 1992, the CanadaIU.S. Free Trade 
Agreement,NAFfA, CUSUIDS 2000, electroDic data 
interchange and pressure from the business 
community to reduce paper burden are going to 

influence bodl the way in whicb Customs will collect 
information in the future and the way in which 
statistical agencies can derive and produce international 
trade statisticS. 

ALTERNATE DATA SOURCES PROJECT 

To ensure that it can continue to produce international 
trade data at the level of detail required by its user 
community, Statistics Canada bas established its 
Alternate DaJa Sources Project to develop a long term 
contingency proposal for measming tmde statistics in . 
a situation of significandy reduced or non-existent 
Customs documenWion. 

To accomplisb this task, the Project has focused its 
activity on four integral sub-projects: 

i maimainIng ongoing liaison with Customs to 
ensure that the requirements of the trade 
statistical program are considered in the 
development of all "Customs 2000" initiatives; 

ii investigating the documentation and record 
keeping practices of exporters and importers to 
. detem1ine the availability and accessibility of 
trade data elements for a survey driven bade 
statislical program; 

iii measuring user demand for trade data and 
assessing user response ID the possibility of 
reduced derail and timeliness of trade data in 
the future in order to evaluate the impact of a 
survey driven trade program on the utility of 

. the data; and, . 
iv developing and analyzing well defined and 

properly stratified fmmes of exporters and 
importeIS as a. basis for survey methodologies 
and cross-sectional analysis. 

~The analysis and integmtion of these sub-projects 
provide the necessary framework for the development 
and evaluation of survey-based strategies for the trade 
program in terms of both collection methodology and 
user requirements. 
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n ANAL YTICAL FINDINGS 

USER CONSULTATION 

The user consultation program substantiates that the 
demand for trade data is widespread at all levels 
of aggregation. It is in the business sector, 
however, that the requirement for detailed and 
timely trade statistics is especially crucial 

Users who depend heavily on IIade data are 
willing to provide whatev=- suppon they can to 
preserve the trade statistics program as it presently 
exists. Their sttong CODViction is that any 
~onversion to a survey-based ttade program would 
seriously impair the uiility of the data. particularly 
in terms of tJre . current quality and detail. 
Frequency of releaSe seems to be the only field for 
compromise and even here a move from monthly 
to quarterly would have a aitical impact on those 
users who require trade data to monitor immediate 
market conditions. 

RESPONDENT CONSULTATION 

In tracking the linkages between commercial and 
Customs documentation, it is clear that the 
commercial invoice is the key dOcwnent for 
deriving the basic." data clements required by 
Statistics Canada - .commodity. value, quantity. 
origin and destination. The invoice. howevea-. will 
not consistently provide the HS code. mode of 
IIanspon. freight detail or Customs clearance 
information. 

The commodity detail provided by the 10-digit HS 
code is one of the key attributes that make trade 
data so valuable ID the user. community .. Because 
the 100digit HS code inCOIpD1'3tes tariff identifiers. 
it is a required part of the commodity description 
on all Customs docwnerus. The majority of 
companies, however, use the services of a broker 
in assigning HS codes and· will have limited in­
house familiarity with or need for the classification 
system. 

Mode of 1Iansp0It and freight detail are not always 
included on the invoice but are usually available 
on related transportation. doCuments. Customs 
clearance information (port of clearance. date of 
clearance) would also require reference to 
IIansponation documents.. 

While it is apparent that both importers and 
exporters can provide the necessary data elements 
for maintaining Ihe trade statistics progmm. the 
ease with which respondents can compile these 
data elements for survey purpose varies 
considerably. For firms widl integrated sales, 

purcbasing and traffic systems. the burden of supplying 
this information to Statistics Canada on a regUlar 
survey basis would. be minimal, provided sufficient 
lead time is given to adjust their output systems. 
Fmns that are decentralized in structure or operating 
at a low level of automation (and these represent the 
majority) anticipate a ·substantial "response burden" 
being imposed by a Statistics Canada survey 
questianDaiIe or any other collection method. 

IMPORTER AND EXPORTER DATABASES 

The principal objectives in developing imponer and 
exporter databases. were to establish an information 
base on the trading universes and a mechanism for 
the stmage and maintenance of frame information in 
a survey environment The utility of these databases, 
however, has expanded into the analytical field and 
theybave proven to be powerful tools for longitudinal 

. and aoss-sectional analyses of trading activities and, 
via linkage with other Statistics Canada files, offer the 
potential to analyze trade, production and ownership 
data in a fully integrated environmenL 

To date, dle imponer and exporter databases have been 
used to carry out several analytical studies: the size 
and structure of the trading communities; the impact 
of seleaed survey thresholds on commodity and value 
coverage; trade by industry sector; trade among 
business affiliates; and; a longitudinal analysis of 
impOI1elS. 

This p3per, however. focuses on the size and structure 
of the uading communities and the impact of selected 
survey thresholds on Commodity and value coverage, 
because these are the two studies which will most 
influence the. evolution of a SlIategy for the futme 
within die context of the AllernaJe Data Sources 
Project. Allhough no distinction is made in this paper 
between trade among NAFrA partilers· and those 
outside NAFI'A, the fmal blueprint should be equally 
applicable· ID . the measurement of trade within and 
outside !he tradirig block. For measurement of trade 
with off-share cOlmtries, a Customs based solution 
may still be applicable. 

.size and Structure or the Canadian Trading 
Community . 

The Canadian trading community comprises a small 
number of trading units! which generate a large share 
of the total import/expon value and IIansaction volume 
coupled with a large number of trading units who 
generate only a small share of value and volume~ 
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The $10 million threshold on importS would raise the 
number of lost commodi!ies1D 285 (5.7%). These lost 
commodities represent $133.5 million. (0.09%) of total 
import values. The $10 millim threshold for exports 
raises the number of last commodities to 1.751 
(42.3%). While these lost cammodities account for 
$1.2 billion. they represeDt ODly 0.9% of total value 
exports. 

The H.S. chapters affected by the selection of these 
static thresholds involve raw maIeria1s. textile and 
manufactured products. 01apIcr 84 (Macbinezy and 
Mechanical Appliances, paIlS thereof) shows the 
highest value of lost commodilies for both imparts and 
exports. for almost an thresholds. Other chapters 
affected include animal, qetable and mineral 
products. These chaptea. however, comprise many 
small importers and exporteIS the fall outside the 
threshold. 

Nonetheless. while the propmtion of commodities that 
disappear appears to besignific:am (especially for the 
export threshold of $10 milliaa). the commodities that 
disappear represent less than 19'0 of the total value of 
imports or exports. regardless of the selected dJreshold. 

A survey of a small number of trading units could 
achieve adequate levels of bOIIl value and commodity 
coverage. The commodity losses resulting from the . 

. different thresholds. altliOugh higher for expartS. are 
not excessive and accoum far relatively low values. 
Moreover. their composition sbows that IX) major 
commodities in terms of ttade value are included. It 
would be possible. therefore. by refining various 
thresholds. to achieve an aca:prable balance between 
value coverage, commodity disappearance and the 
sample size. . 

m A BLUEPRINT FOR THE FUTURE 

As trade statistics will still be needed if the ttaditional 
revenue protection role of Customs disappears. an 
alternative system. capable of providing infonnation 
similar to that based on Customs sources. will have to 
be developed. 

Analyses of the supply ami demand for ttade sratistics 
and of the size and SInlCtUre of the trading 
communities shows: 

• that there is a demonsllaUld demand for reliable 
- detailed monthly tmde sl3listics; • 
• that respondents can generally provide the 

information required for slatistical purposes but that . 
in a survey environment tbe timeliness. quality and 
detail of this information may deteriorare; 

• that tie sttucmre and behaviolK' of the trading 
comnwmities is such that di1fereut SlD'Vey methods. 
conccplS and methodologies would have to be used 
for .cc:k1iDg data from the various distinct segments 
of the tmding communities; . 

• that a suney approach providing detailed. complete 
and IIIDIdbly data. covering all ttaders may not be 
feasi~ aDd or justifiable gM:o the size and 
structme of the trading communities; . 

• that tbe SIatistical information sbould be collected 
from a:spondems (traders) and om from documents 
accompanying the goods since merchandise may 
cross Imdcrs without acc(Xllpanying documents: and. 

• that DeW aDd innovative data collection, such as 
complfClized repOrting systems and SlD'Vey methods. 
may lie required. 

At the ~ tim~ however. the Allernale Data 
SOUTCU Project bas to easure that the . following 
requimDems are considered in developing its blueprint 
for a ftsuvey ddven ttade SIaIistical programft: 

• to miujmize and/or reducC response burden:. 
. •. to paene timely, detailed infOlDlation for a very 

high panion of trading activity; 
• .·to npjmajn international comparability; 
• to ID8b infOrmation requirements to the internal 

colJl11acial systems of respondents; 
• to impJement highly flexible data collection 

procetJIes. ~ are automated to the fullest. extent; 
and, . 

• to safi:g"'lId historical continuity. 

·.PRlNaPAL ELEMENTS OF THE BLUEPRINT 

• Large- IIIders can provide detailed, timely 
informatiaD to Statistics Canada from their internal 
cammr:rcial· systems. . These traders show consistent 
behaviour over time. represent a very large 
plopodian of total ttade. activity and. as a· general 
rule. are good respondems. There is no reason to 
~ that they would not be able to provide the 
same of amannt of detail with the same periodicity 
as pm:sem. However. in order to facilitate the 
colleaion 'of data in .a constantly evolving' 
infmmarics environment.· Statistics Canada would 
have to deVelop highly flexible collection 
instlWICDJS such as custom made software and must 
also be able to comm1lDicate with ttaders using 
Elecuonic DaIa InterchaDge (BDl). . 

• sman traders account for a very small percentage 
of taIal bade - 129.000 importers. for example, 
accoont for almost 90% of the universe but less than 
5% cI the total value of imports. They are reluctant 
respmdenIs and are often not capable of providing 
the iDfonnation required. Their behaviour pattern. 
however. is very similar to that of large ttaders: 
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Table 1 

Canadian Imports and Exports for 1990: 
Number of Importers and Exporters, Their Size and Associated Trade Values. PreJlmiuary 

Imports 

Size of Trade No. of' % Value 
Value Range($) Trading Units $mill. 

Over $SO M 277 0.2 77,411 
$S M to $SOM 2,809 1.9 37,088 
$0.5M to $4.9M 13,871 9.5 21,617 
Less than SO.5M 128,877 88.4 6.518 

Totld 145,832 ' 100.0 142,634 

In 1990, there were 145,832 trading unDs who 
imported $142.6 billion' and 74,180 trading UDits who 
exported $135.9 billion. The concenttalion of these 
trading units by value range is illustrated in Table 1. 
Large importers, those' importing more Iba:n $50 
million per year, represent 54.3% of total imports but 
only 0.2% of the total number of importers; and, a· 
small number of exponers, representing 0.5% of the 
total, account for 68.0% of rotal export values. 
Conversely, 88.4% of the total importer community 
generate only 4.5% of import values and 87.4f1 of the 
exporters account for ~nly 2.5% of export values. 

This dichotomy in the distribution Of trading units, 
which is evident in both value ranges and in volume 
of shipments, indicates that a survey of a small 
proportion of the ttading population is likely to yield 
high coverage in tenns of 'value, shipmems, and 

, ttansactions. 

Exports 

% No. of % Value % 
Trading UnilS $mill 

54.3 352 0.5 . 92,510 68.1 
26.0 1,995 27 28.524 2l.0 
15.2 7,010 9.4 11,453 8.4 
4.5 64,823 87.4 3,463 2.5 

100.0 ' 74,180 100.0 135,950 100.0 

Survey sceniuios: Potential Value and Commodity 
Coverage at Different Thresholds 

To assess die value and commodity coverage that 
might be achieved under different smvey scenarios, 
three arbitrary thresholds - $1 million, $5 million and 
$10 million - were examined. The population in each 
scenario incl~ all trading units with armual impons 
or exports greater dum or equal to the survey 
threshold. 

Table 2, which measures the impact of the three 
thresholds on' sample size, value and commodity 
coverage2, sbows that a $1 million threshold for 
imports would yield 92.5% value and 99.1% 
commodity coverage ~th a sample of 11,044 ttading 
units \1.6% of the total universe) and that for exports, 
this $1, million threshold would provide 96% value 
but only 83.1% commodity coverage with a sample 
representing 8.4% of the universe (6,463 trading units). 
A $10 million tbreshold, with a sample of 1,571 
imPorters (1.1% of the universe), could achieve 72.9% 
value and 94.3% commodity coverage while for 
exports, the sample size of 1,394 (l.9%), could yield 
value covemge of 84.1 % but only 57.6% commodity 
coverage. 

Table 2 ' 
Survey Scenarios: Imports 1990. Preliminary 

No. of Value No. of HS6 
Trading Units CJD $bUL % Commodities 90 

Total 145,832 100.0 142.6 100.0 5.012 100.0 
M:.IMIIL' 11,044 7.6 131.9 92.5 4,965 99.1 
M>5M11L 3,084 ,21 114.5 80.3 4,856 96.9 
M:.I0MllL 1.571 1.1 103.9 729 4,7'1:1 ' 94.3 





Table 2 • cont'd 

Survey Scenarios: Exports 1990. PreUmlnary 

No. of Value 
Trading Units CJD $bllL 

Total 74,180 100.0 135.9 
X>IMnt.· 6,463 8.7 130.4 
X>5MUL 2,347 3.2 121.0 
X>10MW. 1,394 1.9 114.3 

These thresholds exclude many exporters and their 
commodities. Some commodities disappear completely. 
while of others, only .8 small percentage remains.. 
Commodity disappearance for both imports and exports 
rises as the threshold is iDcreased and the selection of 
a static threshold denotes an inverse relationship 
between commodity coverage and sample size.. 

No. or HS6 
CJD Commodities CJD 

100.0 4,135 100.0 
96.0 3,435 83.1 
89.0 2,781 67.3 
84.1 2,383 57.6 

A closer look at cOmmodity coverage is' provided in 
Table 3, which shows how many HS-6 commodities 
would be lost completely Wlder the different survey 
scenarios. 

Table 3 
Lost Commodities: Imports 1990. PreUlnJoary 

Value CJD No. of 
$mllL Comm. 

Total 142,643· 100.0 5,012 

M>IMllL 131,942 92.5 4,965 
M>5MIIL 114,498 80.3 4,856 
M>lOMlL 103,943 72.9 4,727 

Lost commodities: Exports 1990. PrelIminary 

Value CJD . No. of 
SmiU. Comm. 

Total 135,951 100.0 4,135 

X>1MUL 130,436 96.0 3,435 
X>SMIIL 121,035 89.0 2,781 
X>10MW. 114,317 84.1 2,383 

. For all thresholds, exports show a higher pIOportion of 
lost commodities. The range for lost commodities in 
exports extends from 17% to 42%. implying !bat large 
exporters specialiZe in 8 limited number of product 
lines while smaller ttaders expon more diversified 
commodities. In comparison, the 1 % to 6% range in 
commodity loss in imports implies that large importers 
not only dominate but are also importing diversified 
product lines. 

Value or Lost 
No. or Lost ~ Commodities Total 
Comm. $mW. Imports 

CJD 

100.0 

47 0.9 2.5 0.002 
156 3.1 53.6 0.038 
285 5.7 133.5 0.094 

Value or Lost 
No. or Lost % C-ommodlties Total 
Comm. ·SmJIl. Exports 

CJD 

100.0 

700 16.9 73.2 0.05 
1,354 32.7 547.5 0.40 
1,751 42.3 1,284.9 0.91 

For imparts, the lowest threshold would result in a 
loss of 47 commodities (0.9%) associated with a value 
of $2.5 million, representing 0.002% of total imports. 

1he same threshold for exports would cause the 
disappearance of 700 commodities (16.9%) wonh 
$73.2 million, representing 0.05% of total expon value. 





Given their relative impanance and stable 
behaviour the following oplions can be considered: 
exempt them from srarisdcal reponing; obtain 
annual sUJIUJl8IY data from them either on a census 
or on a sample basis and cstimale monthly 
movements based on previous behaviour patterns 
or the behaviour patterns of larger traders; or, use 
the Goods and SerVices Tax (GS1) system to 
estimate their activity. 

• Medium size tmdels represent z important 
contribution to trade flows, lIley are numerous 
and their reponing capabilities vary 
considerably. Any survey saategy would have 
to take into account the number of traders 
and commodities 0they tmde; data availability 
and ease· of obtaining it; response burden; 
resource availability; and, the demand for 
data. Based on die presem imperfect 
knowledge of this sqrnem of the population 
the following options are being oonsidered: 

to eoIJect mOilthly summary (not transaction based) 
staIistics from all respondents regardless of their size 
or the commodities they trade; 

ii to collect monthly summmy statistics from a sample 
of uaders where the sample Size would be°a 
fUIICtion of the size of the trader; 

ilito collect monthly summary statistics from a sample 
of uaders 0 where the sample size would be a 
fUIICtion of the size of trader and the commodities 
tr.Ided; or, 

ivto collect summary data either on a census or a 
sample basis on a quarterly basis only. 

Obviously, the option of accepting transaction level 
dectils in machine readable fonn is an option not 
to be discarded. 

Table 4 provides a brief comparison between the 
emting Customs based system and the possible 
fuIare survey based systemS. 

Table 4 

Comparison of EJfstfDg (Customs) and Future (Survey) Systems 

Data Source 
Timing 
StatfsUc:aJ period 
Responsible party 

Coverage 

Frame 
Data elements 
Quality 

Data collection 

o Present (Customs) 

AdmiDisIraziye; Customs 
TUDe goods cross border 
Calendar mon1h 
ExpancrJJmporte 
(mayo be delegated to others) 
Full coverage of 
c:ommen:ia1 impom 
~ full coverap· 
of exPoris 
Not blown 
E.xtemive 
Impans beUer and more 
c:omplete than expons 

Tapes and paper 
docmnrnts 

Three principal differences exist between the two 
systems. These can be summarized as fenows. 

Relationship between· respondents mxl Statistics 
Canada 
Presently there is. very little intetW:e between 
traders and Statistics Canada as compliance (for 
both imports and exports) and the quality of 
imports data are the responsibility of Customs •. 
With a survey based system, a direct and close 

FutUre (Survey) 

Survey formes), respondent 
Aftr::r goods crossed border 
Ca1e:ndar month, year or quarter 
&par1er/Importer 

Partial coverage of both 
exports and imports 

Well defined 
Reduced 0 

Coverage of exportsaud impons may 
. be the same but quali1y of exports 
.beuer than imports 
Various (eg. E.DJ., Customs 
software, etc.) 

re1arionship will have to be established among· 
JCSlDldents and the statistical agency. 

ii Eslabfisbment of a fmme of traders. 
Bslablisbing a univezse of shippers and consignees 
imolved in trade is essential in developing and 
implememing a survey based statistical system. The 
definition and delineation of the respondent (e.g. 
films. eslablishments) both from a methodological as 
wdl as from a legal point of view is critical. 





Derivation of a frame for JRVious years, based on 
existing Customs documentation, prese:med a. 
difficult but manageable ta'1k. What is imprr.uive. 
however, is the development of an update 
mechanism independent of the present CusIoms 
sources. One option may be to use the GSl' ming 
system with modifications to allow the separate 
capture of exportet identifica1ion infmnation 
whenever an exporter applies for a GST dmwback. 
Identification of importers via the GST SJSteIIl is 
a viable option. 

iii Reduce Response Bmden 
The present statistical system is a by product of 
the traditional role of .CUS1OlDS which has bc:en one 
of "protection of revenne". . The same data that 
Customs requites in. its day 10 day operation lends 
itself admimbly' to the compilation of illite data. 
without putting extra burden on the respoudent. It 
is recognized that with hDemlization of IDde rules 
(F.T.A., NAFl'A), there will be considerable 
pressure on the statistical agencies to re4u:e and 
minimize the response bunlen on business. The 
blueprint envisaged reduces the response 1mden by 
exempting certain respondents from reporting 
requirements, by decreasing the number of data . 
elements demanded. by introducing bighly 
automated reponing systems and adopting sampling 
methodologies. and by possibly eftaDjJing to 
quanerly periodicity:' 

IV CONCLUSION 

The development and imp1emeiuation of a survey 
based trade statistical .program presents an 
fonnidable undenaki:ilg Which is critically 
dependent on the snccessful completion. of the 
following key tasks. .. 

• Develop an update mechanism for· the 
databases (births). 

• Profile all units on the flame and define and 
deliileate reporting units 

• Promote the concept of a survey driven 
program to users and respondents 

• Negotiale ami eslablish aBeria for. i) inclusions and 
exclusions ii) value thresholds for defining large, 
medium IIld small rmdcrs and associated data 
elements and periodicity, and iii) thD:sholds for 
commodity coverageJdeaDy, it would Jalso be of 
benefit to align statistical and fiscal obligations 
under the GST in order to esl3blish· "benchmarks" 
and· "checks" in' a siIuation where I the fiscal 
population (G.S.T.) . wwld correspoitd to the 
statistical.population of e:porters and importers.The 
Altemate· Data Sources Project, 'U, described, 
addresses Ihe issue of how to derive: trade statistics 
without Customs documentatiOn. 11 assumes the 
worst case sc:enar:io and provides a contingency plan 
for such an occummce. Even though this worst 
case swmDO may never transpire, it is likely that 
the Customs based statistics will undergo significant 
changes over the ·next fr:w years, a!!few of which 
include:' self assessment combined with audit; 
periodic a:anmting; summary reporting;: and, greater 
use of E.D.I.~ etc. The blueprint for the future, 
consequemly. will also provide a contingency plan 
for measuring trade SI2tistics in a situation of 

. substantiaDy reduced· or modified Customs 
documentation. .. ~::; 

The snccessful- completion of the Alternate Dllla 
Sources Project in late 1993 will prepare Statistics 
Canada to. SIDrt moving towards a survey driven trade 
statistics program. The importeI1~~iand exporter 
databases, which support the aitical fiame. infonnation 
for a smvey driven program and' which already 
provide' a means for controlling export: undercoverage 
and estimating· for data, will also serve as powerful 
tools to analyze trade. production and' ownership data 
in a fully iDtcgrated en~enL !: 

. sWistics Canada is not a Pioneer in the endeavour to 
develop a smvey based trade progmm. The European 
experience provides an important prototype for us to 
study, and fOrtunately, we do not currently face the 
same stringent implememation schedule as our 
Europe8n CCIJIlterparts. Against these''}lrincipal assets 
of experiem:e and time. bowever, balances our most 
serious liability. Canada .. no pamllel for the Value . 
Added Tax (VAT) to serve as the! framework for 
collec~ activitY and as a mechanism. for monitoring 
its accuracy and coverage.. ~'l· 

1. A ttading unit is defined as an entity mgeged in impunjpg or exponing me:n:handi&. h may be.'an. individual. a 
- company, establishment. an agent. or divisicm of a company, govemmem agency, etc. ~ 

2. Conunodily coverag" is esriumred on an "an or nothing" basis. Commodities are considered "cov~" when there are 
values greater than zero reponed in a selec:IId target pojnua1ion. 

3. M>1(5.10)Mll denotes impads of $1(5,10) million or more. 

4. X>1(5.10)Mll implies exparIS of $1(5,10) miiIlion or more. 
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