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SUMMARY OF THE EXTERNAL TRADE STATISTICS OF ESCWA MEMBER COUNTRIES






Introduction

World trade continued to decline in 2016 for the second
consecutive year although at a much slower pace than 2015. It
reached US $ 15,997.2 billion in 2016, down 3.5 percent from 2015
where world trade declined sharply 14 percent. The World Trade
Organization (WTO) data show that such a decline in the nominal
value of trade was accompanied by a slight growth in trade volume of
1.3 percent which is yet lower than the 2.7 percent growth in 2015.

One of the main contributing factors to continuing decline in
the world trade is the protraction of the decline in world oil prices in
2016 and the subsequent decline in the prices of most commodities.
Equally important, the slowdown in the growth rates of world GDP,
which grew at a low rate of 2.3 percent in 2016, in addition to the
fluctuations in the exchange rates of the world major currencies, have
mainly affected the decline in the total values of world trade rather
than its volume.

As for the Arab region, exports fell by 12.5 percent in 2016 as a
result of the falling oil prices, which is the region’s main source of
exports income. However, this decline is less severe than the 29
percent decline in 2015. Imports in the Arab region also shrank by 9.2
percent in 2016, which is higher than the decline in imports in 2015.
The diminishing exports in the Arab region were consistent with the
retracting trends of the exports of the other regions of the world. The
lowest rate of decrease is experienced by the European Exports that
fell only by 0.3 percent, while the highest decrease occurred in the
Commonwealth countries and exceeded 16 percent.

Oil prices continued to weaken in 2016 for the third year in a
row slipping down by 18% when the average price reached US $ 40.8
per/barrel. The negative effects on export revenues in the Arab region
continued as well, and led to the fading financial surpluses for the
countries which depend heavily on the exports of oil and its
derivatives. The size of these surpluses amounted to only US $ 8
billion in 2016 compared to the high level of US $ 540 billion
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realized in 2012. The falling oil prices also reduced the ESCWA
region’s total trade to $ 1.51 trillion in 2016, down 11 percent from
2015 level. Subsequently, the share of the ESCWA region in world
trade fell to 4.7 percent in 2016. It is worth noting that the share of
ESCWA in global exports reached a maximum in 2012 and 2013,
where it exceeded 7%.

The major oil exporting countries® in the ESCWA region
continue to enjoy the largest share of the region's external trade, with
exports accounting 88.3 percent of ESCWA total exports, while
accounting for 74.6 percent of the region's total imports. The trade
performance of this group of countries is characterized by absolute
dependence on international trade in oil and its derivatives as in the
case of Irag, which accounts for 99% of its exports. Some exceptions
however exist such as in the United Arab Emirates and Oman, in
addition to the increasing dependence on the manufacture and export
of petrochemicals and other diversified products such as in Saudi
Arabia and the rest of the GCC countries.

With respect to ESCWA’s member countries with diversified
economies?, their exports accounted for 11.7 percent of the ESCWA
region's total exports and 25.4 percent of the total imports of the
region in 2016. Historically, those countries suffer from chronic trade
deficits except Bahrain, which entered the list this year. A slight
improvement in the overall trade deficit of the ESCWA diversified
economies was made in 2016, which fell to US $ 117 billion
compared to the total deficit of US $ 119.2 billion in 2015. Despite
the cheaper oil prices in 2016 and the resulting lower oil bill, it was
plausible to assume that the trade deficit gap in these countries would
probably narrow. However, the factors mentioned above, especially
the decline in the prices of commodities exported and others kept the
deficit at the current levels.

1 Irag, Kuwait, Libya, Omar, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates

2 Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Mauritania, Palestine, Sudan,
Syria, Tunisia and Yemen
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On the country level, imports declined in most ESCWA
member countries in 2016, while they rose in five countries, leading
to a decline in total imports of the region by 9.2 percent. Saudi Arabia
achieved the largest drop in imports in the ESCWA region,
amounting to US $ 34.9 billion or 20 percent, followed by UAE by
US $ 16.3 billion and Egypt with a decline of US $ 8.8 billion. With
respect to the countries whose imports increased, Morocco's imports
reached the highest increase in the ESCWA region during 2016, with
an increase of about US $ 4.1 billion, followed by US $ 2.2 billion in
the imports of Iraq, and US $ 1.4 billion in Syria.

Exports of most ESCWA member countries declined in 2016,
with the exception of Egypt and Morocco, whose exports increased
by 1.8 and 3.8 percent, respectively. Most of the decline in the
region’s exports this year occurred in the oil-rich countries, as
opposed to previous years, where the largest declines hit the countries
which suffer political instability. The largest decline was in the UAE
exports which dropped by $ 35 billion or about 10.5 percent down,
followed by Saudi Arabia, whose exports dropped by US $ 20.5
billion, and Qatar US $ 20 billion. The Arab countries with more
diversified economies, except those mentioned above, have their
imports declined on average by 4 percent, as in Jordan and Tunisia,
with Lebanon's exports stayed stable in 2016.

As for trade openness to the global economy as defined
in this publication and measured by the ratio of total trade to GDP,
UAE continued to assume the ESCWA region's most open economy
in 2016 with a trade openness indicator value of 151.9 percent,
followed by Bahrain with 86.5 percent, Mauritania and Oman having
80 percent similarly. Sudan, on the other hand, continued to be least
open economy in 2016, with a trade opening ratio amounted to 8.8
percent, followed by Yemen with 24.5 percent and Egypt’s indicator
amounted to 26.1 percent. A ratio that usually exceeds 100 percent to
be explained within the context of the ESCWA region by extensive
re-exporting activities.
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