
 

BUSINESS BRIEFING: CHINA IMPORT / EXPORT FIGURES 
A briefing for CBI members on how the Lunar New Year and COVID-19 has impacted China’s trade 

 

  
 
China’s Customs Administration has released trade data documenting how the country’s imports and exports 
have fared amid the Coronavirus outbreak and the Lunar New Year Period.  
 
It should be noted, that during the months of January and February, with the exception of the closure of Wuhan 
Port, all other land, sea and airports remained open, albeit operating at a limited capacity. This was first as a 
result of China’s Lunar New Year Holiday, and second, as a result of the Coronavirus.  
 
 
Headline: 
 
The impact of the Coronavirus on China’s logistics capabilities meant that the country was unable to process 
exports efficiently; particularly to countries further afield. The impact on China’s capability to receive imports was 
less severely affected by the virus, but remained significant, nonetheless.  
 
 
Exports: 
 
China exported a total of 0.3 trillion US Dollars’ worth of goods over the first two months of the year.  
 
The European Union was the biggest recipient of Chinese exports, receiving $45 billion worth of Chinese 
products, of which Germany and the Netherlands processed the largest number. Germany received close to $10 
billion worth of Chinese exports, while the Netherlands – whose trade figures also account for re-exports from 
the Port of Rotterdam so are not entirely accurate – processed just over $8.5 billion worth of Chinese goods and 
services. However, despite what might at first appear to be huge trade volumes, China-Europe trade in exports 
was down by 15% compared with this time last year.  
 
 
A theme in the data made available by China’s 
Customs Administration is that China’s exporters 
particularly struggled to process exports to countries 
further afield. Trade with Canada, Europe and the 
United States of America, for example, suffered far 
more than with the ASEAN nations, who saw a far less 
dramatic drop off in terms of the number of exports 
they received from China this year compared with last. 
By way of reference, while the majority of ASEAN 
nations saw the number of Chinese imports, they 
received drop by around 3% y/y, Canada, Europe, the 
UK and the US all recorded decreases of around 20%.  
 
The United States was China’s second largest export 
market, to which it sold $45 billion worth of goods and 
services. However, year-on-year exports were down 
by 27%, with poor performance in another major 
market contributing to China’s overall exports 
contracting by 17.2% against the US Dollar as a 
whole.  
 

 



 
 

 
 

 

Finally, this data set was the first to list the United Kingdom as an independent trading entity, to which China 
exported $9bn worth of goods and services to. However, out of all major trading partners, exports to the UK 
suffered the most, with year-on-year export volumes down by 29%. By way of reference, exports to Germany, 
the Netherlands and France fell by only 15%. One can speculate, that the discrepancy between the performance 
of the UK and its European neighbours can be attributed to the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union in 
January and resulting uncertainty amongst Chinese exporters handling the transition. 
 
 
Imports: 
 
The data demonstrates that China was far better equipped to handle imports than to process its own exports.  
While import volumes also decreased this year, they did so far less dramatically than exports. Although, it should 
be noted that this is not exactly comparing like-for-like.  
 

 
The ASEAN states exported more to China than any other market, with China receiving $40 billion from the 10 
constituent South-east Asian nations. Vietnam and Malaysia saw their exports to China rise by as much as 24% 
and 15% respectively. 
 
January and February also brought good news for the USA, Australia and New Zealand, who all also managed 
to grow the size of their exports with China. Mainland China is a hugely important export market for Australia and 
New Zealand in particular, who grew their exports with China by 3% and 6% respectively.  
 
China received 2.5% more US imports over the first two months of the year compared with last, to the tune of 
$17 billion. However, despite the annual increase in the volume of US imports, growth slowed compared with 
analysts’ expectations, putting into doubt China’s ability to meet its agreement - as set out in the US-China 
Phase One Trade Deal - to purchase an additional $200bn US of goods over two years (compared with 2017 
levels).  
 
Finally, returning to the UK, China received 14% fewer UK imports than it did this time last year. According to 
China’s Customs Administration, the UK exported just over $3 billion worth of goods to China, meaning that over 
the first two months of the year, the UK maintained a trade deficit of $3bn with China.  
 
 
Conclusions: 
 
• China’s domestic logistics capabilities are struggling as a result of the virus, hampering export capabilities  

 
• In times of crisis, China is far better equipped to maintain strong trade links with nearby nations to the West 

of it than it is to the East or further afield 
 
• Brexit appears to have impacted UK-China trade in comparison with other major European economies 

 
• China’s ability to meet its commitment to the US to buy more US goods must be called into question 


