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Introduction

 Free trade is a principle that all Conservatives support. When unencumbered by tariffs and non-tariff barriers (NTBs) at and behind the 

border, businesses can more easily sell their goods and services across borders. This allows nations to sell goods and services in which they 

are advantaged while importing those at which they are less skilled. Through this free exchange, specialisation increases productivity and 

therefore improves output and living standards.

 Indeed, a key aspect of “Global Britain” is increased openness to trade: the purpose of the UK’s independent trade policy is to maximise 

opportunities for UK businesses to trade goods and services with non-EU markets.

 The measure of success of that policy, therefore, is the extent to which UK trade in goods and services is growing. The trade working group 

of the Conservative European Forum (CEF) aims to track that performance and provide a clearer understanding of the factors driving it.

 This update describes the growth of the UK’s goods exports at current prices and in real terms and compares it to the growth of peer 

nations’ goods exports.

 We will provide separate updates on goods imports and on services trade. 



Executive summary

 When analysing an economic trend such as levels of trade, it is not sufficient to compare data from one time period with data from a previous 

time period. Many variables – such as GDP and trade – usually grow over time. The relevant questions are (a) Did they beat inflation? and (b) 

How does the growth compare to that of similar countries?

 To the untrained eye, it looked like the UK’s goods exports had recovered by summer 2022 from their 2021 downturn. However:

➢ This was an artefact of high inflation: adjusting for inflation shows the volume of UK goods exports still below pre-pandemic levels

➢ To the extent that there was a recovery – and it was in current market prices only – this trend now appears to have gone into reverse 

➢ The growth in the UK’s goods exports has consistently lagged that of peer nations’ goods exports and continues to do so

➢ Therefore, the UK’s share of global goods exports is well below pre-pandemic levels and still falling

 The years 2019-22 have contained repeated economic shocks including the Covid-19 pandemic and Putin’s War. International comparisons, with 

multiple peers over a significant period of time, are crucial to parse out UK-specific performance from the effect of global shocks.

 At current market prices, the UK’s goods exports in pounds during the first half of 2022 were 7% ahead of the level from the first half of 2018 

(the last “normal” year according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS)), while the EU’s and US’ were 21% and 22% ahead in euros and 

dollars respectively. In US dollars, the UK’s goods exports were 1% ahead, while other G7 countries’ goods exports were 14% ahead. The most 

recent internationally comparable data – on merchandise exports – suggest that the UK’s goods exports fell further back in the third quarter.

 The UK is the only major economy whose GDP is below pre-pandemic levels. Constrained ability to export explains a large proportion of this 

underperformance, which began in 2015/16 rather than, as the Left claims, tracking the time period of all recent Conservative governments.
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 The summer 2022 values of UK goods exports were 

records at current market prices only.

 This distinction does not matter in times of low inflation, 

but inflation is currently at 30-40 year highs in the UK and 

in most of the developed nations to which the UK exports

 This has increased the value of any given unit of goods.

 Since the summer 2022 peaks at current prices, the value 

of the UK’s goods exports has fallen even at current prices 

as the effects of Putin’s War work their way through.

 On the next page, we show UK goods exports in real 

terms: adjusted for inflation.

 As inflation is affecting all developed economies, it is always 

useful to compare the UK’s performance to that of its 

peers: see subsequent pages.

Previous monthly 

peak to RoW: 

£16.6bn in September 

2019 pounds

Recent monthly peak to 

RoW in May 2022 

pounds: £17.4bn

Recent 

drop

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/datasets/uktradegoodsandservicespublicationtables


UK goods exports adjusted for inflation
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Stripping out some of the fluctuation 

in month-to-month data, we can see 

that goods exports have been 

flatlining in real terms ever since their 

initial recovery from the pandemic

Main pandemic 

impact

End of transition

To assess this trend in context, given 

the repeated economic shocks of the 

last few years, we must compare the 

performance of the UK’s goods 

exports to those of its peers

In real terms, UK goods 

exports have yet to 

recover 2018 levels

On the chained volume measure – which 

expresses each year’s volume in 2019 prices –

the UK’s goods exports are below pre-

pandemic levels

The volume of goods exported is hence still 

below pre-pandemic levels. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/datasets/uktradegoodsandservicespublicationtables


UK export performance relative to peers

 As global economies grow over time, trade should increase, everything else being equal. The UK’s goods exports have in fact been flatlining in 

real terms, though they are growing at current market prices. To assess whether this growth is impressive, disappointing, or in line with 

expectations, it is important to compare how UK goods exports are increasing relative to those of similar nations. 

 The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) collects data on the goods and services exports and imports of its 38 

member nations, the world’s major developed economies. The 38 include all G7 countries including the UK and US, plus most EU countries.

 There is one OECD data series – international merchandise trade statistics (IMTS) – that is available monthly; this covers most goods trade and 

covers exports through September 2022. The comprehensive goods exports and imports series – which includes the ONS’ exact goods 

exports figure for the UK – is available quarterly. The most recent complete data set covers Q2 2022.

 The OECD makes the data available in US dollars for each country and for blocs such as the G7 and the whole OECD. However, this is 

sensitive to changes in the exchange rate vis-à-vis the dollar, so is not always directly comparable from one time period to the next.

1.20
1.35

1.05
1.22

0.98
1.11

EUR GBP

1-Jan-18 30-Jun-22 30-Sep-22

 It is therefore important to look, where possible, at the OECD’s data both in countries’ own 

currencies and in US dollars. Trade and exchange rates are inter-linked. 

 This is especially important over our comparison time period, during which the pound and 

euro both depreciated significantly against the dollar (see right).

Exchange rates vs USD

Source: xe.com



Goods exports since 2018: UK vs peers
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In nominal USD, other G7 countries’ 

goods exports in the first half of 2022 

were 14% ahead of the levels they 

reached in the first half of 2018, while 

the UK’s were only 1% ahead

All goods exports: quarterly

The OECD’s quarterly goods 

exports data include precious 

metals, which saw an unusual 

spike at the end of 2019

https://www.oecd.org/sdd/its/quarterly-balance-of-payments-statistics.htm
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UK’s were only 7% ahead

Sources: Organisation for Economic Cooperation & 

Development (OECD) quarterly balance of payments series; 

Office for National Statistics goods and services publication tables

While Q3 comparisons are not yet available, the 

monthly merchandise export figures on the following 

pages give us a sense of what they might show…

All goods exports: quarterly The OECD’s quarterly goods 

exports data include precious 

metals, which saw an unusual 

spike in exports to the Rest of 

the World at the end of 2019

https://www.oecd.org/sdd/its/quarterly-balance-of-payments-statistics.htm
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/datasets/uktradegoodsandservicespublicationtables
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In dollar terms, the US has seen the 

fastest recovery in merchandise 
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…And the summer uptick, which 

did not compensate, now appears 

to have reversed, while 

comparable nations’ merchandise 

exports have held up

UK merchandise exports began 

to lag those of comparable 

countries in the recovery from 

the depth of the pandemic…

*Data incomplete for specified foreign countries;

UK excluded for clearer comparison

Source: Organisation for Economic Cooperation & Development 

(OECD) Monthly International Merchandise Trade (IMTS) series

Merchandise exports: monthly

In nominal USD, other G7 countries’ 

merchandise exports are 14% ahead of 

the levels seen in January 2018, while the 

UK’s are 7% behind

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MEI_TRD


Goods exports since 2018: UK vs peers
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The UK’s merchandise 

exports are now lagging 

those of all comparable 

nations including Japan

In own currency values, the EU’s 

merchandise exports are further ahead of 

the UK’s and ahead of the US’ performance

When currency depreciation against USD is 

stripped out, the UK’s merchandise exports 

still lag those of comparable nations

Merchandise exports: monthly

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MEI_TRD


What does this mean for the economy?
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UK goods exports at 

current prices, £bn
 Exports make a positive contribution to GDP: £51bn equates to 

2.3% of the UK’s GDP of approximately £2.2trn: there is a shortfall 

every month, so the UK is set to underperform by this amount 

every year.

 By comparison, the UK lost 3.3% of GDP in 2009 at the depth of 

the financial crisis.

 Overall, the relationship between trade volumes and GDP is 

complex. The UK’s imports – not covered here – are also lagging 

those of peers, indicating a loss of trade intensity: trade as a 

proportion of GDP. Imports are a subtraction from GDP, but they 

are necessary both for businesses as inputs and for consumers to 

acquire goods that they cannot buy from domestic suppliers.

 There are further long-run indirect economic costs to lost exports: 

because the UK becomes less attractive, for example, as an export 

platform.

the EU’s and US’ goods exports in 

the first half of 2022 were 21% 

and 22% ahead of the levels they 

reached in the first half of 2018…

…While the UK’s were 

only 7% ahead



Why does the ONS recommend 2018 as a base year for comparison?

UK goods exports 2018 to 2022, current market prices UK goods exports: Long-term comparison
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/datasets/uktradegoodsandservicespublicationtables
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