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Trade in medical and protective goods 
Statistics Canada is monitoring the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Canada’s international merchandise trade 
statistics. There is particular interest in trade in products required for the prevention, testing and treatment of the 
illness, such as disinfectants and sterilization products, personal protective equipment, medical equipment and 
products, and diagnostic products.

A review of recent trends in exports and imports of these goods provides a basis for understanding the potential 
impact of the pandemic on Canada’s international merchandise trade. To this end, Statistics Canada has produced 
a special data compilation to examine trade in specific categories of relevant products.

The period of review for this analysis is January 2017 to March 2020; the data are on a customs basis and are 
not seasonally adjusted. Monthly movements in trade can result from seasonal factors, therefore the focus in the 
current analysis is on year-to-date data (in this case, comparing January to March aggregate values from this year 
to previous years). Monthly trade values are included where relevant.

Exports of medical and protective goods rise in 2020
Year-to-date exports of medical equipment and products, diagnostic products, and disinfectants and sterilization 
products rose notably in 2020, while personal protective equipment exports were down in comparison to the first 
quarter of 2019. 

Table 1
January to March monthly and aggregate export values and period-to-period percent change of disinfectants and sterilization 
products, personal protective equipment, medical equipment and products, and diagnostic products, and their subgroups

January 2020 February 2020 March 2020
January to 

February
February to 

March 2019 2020 2019 to 2020

monthly value (millions of dollars) % change
year-to-date value 
(millions of dollars) % change

Total of all products 1,169.9 1,407.3 1,724.7 20.3 22.5 3,827.7 4,301.9 12.4
Disinfectants and sterilization products 88.9 91.9 109.7 3.3 19.4 253.9 290.5 14.4

Disinfectants and sterilizers 72.2 74.8 89.0 3.6 18.9 205.8 235.9 14.6
Wipes 16.7 17.1 20.7 2.0 21.4 48.1 54.6 13.4

Personal protective equipment 155.1 182.8 197.5 17.9 8.0 563.2 535.4 -4.9
Face and eye protection 22.9 27.9 30.0 21.7 7.4 78.2 80.8 3.4
Gloves 3.0 6.1 5.1 104.8 -16.8 15.4 14.2 -8.0
Other protective equipment 129.2 148.8 162.4 15.2 9.1 469.6 440.4 -6.2

Medical equipment and products 829.9 1,033.2 1,283.5 24.5 24.2 2,724.4 3,146.6 15.5
Medical consumables 29.6 27.9 29.8 -5.8 6.8 210.8 87.3 -58.6
Medical devices 157.4 152.8 175.5 -2.9 14.9 345.4 485.7 40.6
Medicaments 629.8 840.2 1,064.7 33.4 26.7 2,131.1 2,534.7 18.9
Oxygen therapy 13.2 12.3 13.5 -6.8 9.5 37.1 39.0 5.0

Diagnostic products 96.0 99.5 134.0 3.6 34.8 286.2 329.4 15.1
Test kits and diagnostic instruments 90.5 93.5 127.8 3.4 36.6 268.0 311.8 16.4
Thermometers 5.5 5.9 6.2 7.6 5.0 18.2 17.6 -3.2

In 2020, year-to-date exports of medical equipment and products rose 15.5% to $3.1 billion, the highest quarterly 
value since the third quarter of 2019. Exports were mainly destined for the United States and Italy. Exports rose 24.2% 
to $1.3 billion in March. In the first quarter of 2020, there were higher exports of medicaments, medical devices, and 
oxygen therapy, which were partially offset by lower exports of medical consumables. Exports of medicaments rose 
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on increases in medicaments containing antibiotics to the United States as well as other unclassified medicaments 
to Italy. For medical devices, there were higher exports of instruments and appliances used in medical or veterinary 
sciences to the United States and the Netherlands. The decline in medical consumables was mainly the result of 
lower exports of needles, catheters, cannulae and the like to the United States and the Netherlands.

Year-to-date exports of diagnostic products were up 15.1% to $329 million in 2020. In March, exports were up 34.8% 
to reach $134 million. Year-to-date exports of test kits and diagnostic instruments increased 16.4% in 2020. 

Exports of disinfectants and sterilization products increased 14.4% to $291 million in the first quarter of 2020 in 
comparison with the same period in 2019. In 2020, exports rose each month of the first quarter, most notably in 
March, up 19.4% to $110 million. During this period, there were higher exports of disinfectants and sterilizers to the 
United States and China, and wipes to the United States.

In contrast, personal protective equipment exports declined 4.9% to $535 million year-to-date in 2020. Lower exports 
to the United States (-$25.1 million) were moderated by an increase in exports to China (+$7.7 million). While exports 
increased each month during the quarter, monthly values were lower than those in early 2019. Exports of other 
protective equipment (-6.2%) and gloves (-8.0%) decreased, while face and eye protection (+3.4%) increased.

Chart 1
Monthly exports of disinfectants and sterilization products, personal protective equipment, medical equipment and products,
and diagnostic products, January 2017 to March 2020
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Three of four medical and protective goods categories lower for imports in 2020
In 2020, year-to-date imports of medical equipment and products, personal protective equipment, and disinfectants 
and sterilization products were lower than in 2019. In contrast, imports of diagnostic products rose substantially in 
2020.
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Table 2
January to March monthly and aggregate import values and period-to-period percent change of disinfectants and sterilization 
products, personal protective equipment, medical equipment and products, and diagnostic products, and their subgroups

January 2020 February 2020 March 2020
January to 

February
February to 

March 2019 2020 2019 to 2020

monthly value (millions of dollars) % change
year-to-date value 
(millions of dollars) % change

Total of all products 2,103.0 2,146.9 2,497.7 2.1 16.3 6,447.9 6,747.6 4.6
Disinfectants and sterilization products 149.8 154.1 178.8 2.9 16.1 486.8 482.7 -0.8

Disinfectants and sterilizers 97.6 101.0 118.1 3.5 17.0 320.6 316.6 -1.2
Wipes 52.2 53.1 60.7 1.7 14.3 166.2 166.1 -0.1

Personal protective equipment 285.6 274.5 288.7 -3.9 5.2 865.3 848.8 -1.9
Face and eye protection 32.4 31.5 35.1 -2.7 11.5 84.9 99.0 16.5
Gloves 40.6 35.4 50.8 -12.8 43.7 116.3 126.8 9.0
Other protective equipment 212.6 207.6 202.8 -2.4 -2.3 664.1 623.0 -6.2

Medical equipment and products 1,187.4 1,240.9 1,497.2 4.5 20.7 4,063.4 3,925.4 -3.4
Medical consumables 148.6 140.4 155.4 -5.5 10.7 425.5 444.4 4.5
Medical devices 220.8 232.0 273.4 5.0 17.9 729.5 726.2 -0.5
Medicaments 791.1 846.0 1,033.6 6.9 22.2 2,829.4 2,670.6 -5.6
Oxygen therapy 26.9 22.6 34.8 -16.1 54.2 79.1 84.3 6.5

Diagnostic products 480.2 477.4 532.9 -0.6 11.6 1,032.3 1,490.6 44.4
Test kits and diagnostic instruments 469.4 465.9 520.2 -0.8 11.6 996.0 1,455.5 46.1
Thermometers 10.8 11.6 12.8 6.9 10.7 36.3 35.2 -3.1

Year-to-date imports of medical equipment and products were down 3.4% to $3.9 billion. In 2020, imports of 
medicaments decreased 5.6%, as lower imports of medicaments primarily for the eyes, ears or respiratory system 
as well as other medicaments for human use were partially offset by higher imports of medicaments containing 
corticosteroid hormones. Moderating the decrease in medicaments, year-to-date imports of medical consumables 
(+4.5%) and oxygen therapy (+6.5%) increased, mainly in March.

Imports of personal protective equipment declined 1.9% to $849 million year-to-date compared with 2019. Lower 
imports of other protective equipment (-6.2%) were moderated by higher imports of face and eye protection (+16.5%) 
and gloves (+9.0%). 

Imports of disinfectants and sterilization products were down 0.8% to $483 million in the first quarter of 2020 in 
comparison with the same period in 2019. 

In contrast, imports of diagnostic products increased 44.4% to $1.5 billion in the first quarter of 2020 compared 
with 2019. Year-to-date imports in 2020 rose mainly on higher imports of test kits and diagnostic instruments from 
Switzerland and the United States. There were strong increases in this category of goods over the past two years. 
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Chart 2
Monthly imports of disinfectants and sterilization products, personal protective equipment, medical equipment and products,
and diagnostic products, January 2017 to March 2020
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Methodology
The categorization of goods used in this article was developed by Statistics Canada for the purpose of analysis. It 
was developed based on the Harmonized System (HS) classification guidelines produced by the World Customs 
Organization and the World Health Organization. The Canadian Border Services Agency’s Customs Notice 20-12, 
outlining applicable HS codes that can be used for the importation of such goods into Canada, was also considered 
in the development of these categories. 

Note that many of the HS codes are broadly defined and therefore may include goods unrelated to the category into 
which they are placed. Additionally, data for trade under these categories may include goods that were not relevant 
to trade in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Notes
The source of these data is the Canadian International Merchandise Trade Program. Customs basis, not seasonally 
adjusted data by HS classification and country are available in the Canadian International Merchandise Trade 
database (table 65F0013X).

http://www.wcoomd.org/en/media/newsroom/2020/april/joint-wco-who-hs-classification-list-for-covid_19-medical-supplies-issued.aspx
https://www.cbsa-asfc.gc.ca/publications/cn-ad/cn20-12-eng.html
https://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cimt-cicm/home-accueil?lang=eng

