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This chapter analyses trade patterns for the euro 

area as whole. (15) It updates work presented in 

previous issues of the Quarterly Report on the 

Euro Area. (16) Elaborating on the trends in world 

trade identified in Chapter 1, the analysis aims to 

give a better understanding of the potential 

medium-term effects of the global economic crisis 

on the euro-area’s export performance and to set 

them against pre-crisis trends. Given the 

importance of the structure of exports for export 

performance, particular attention is given to the 

geographical and product specialisations of the 

euro area. 

Section 2.1 looks at developments in aggregate 

euro-area trade, distinguishing between goods and 

services as well as intra- and extra-area trade. The 

remainder of the chapter then focuses on extra-

area trade in goods for which detailed data series 

are available. Sections 2.2 and 2.3 discuss the 

evolving patterns of the geographical and product 

composition of exports in the euro area, providing 

systematic comparisons with the US and Japan. 

Section 2.4 concludes. 

                                                        
(15) A more disaggregated picture at Member State level is 

presented in Chapter 3. 
(16) See for instance focus on the ‘Export performance of the euro 

area’, Quarterly Report on the Euro Area, Vol. 9, No 2. 

2.1. Recent developments in euro-area 
trade 

Foreign trade in the euro area is recovering 

from a steep drop during the crisis 

Estimates derived from national accounts and 

trade data show that the shares in GDP of exports 

of both goods and services to outside the euro area 

are on a clear upward trend. Both shares dropped 

temporarily during the global economic crisis but 

have since recovered and are currently expanding 

at rates similar to those prevailing before the crisis 

(Graph 2.1). (17) The share in GDP of extra-euro-

area exports reached 18.1 % in Q4 2011, up from 

a pre-crisis peak of 16.6 % in Q3 2008. In Q4 

2011 the share of exports of services was 5.2 %, 

up from a pre-crisis peak of 4.7 % in Q4 2008. 

The 2008-09 global recession had a distinctly 

stronger impact on exports of goods than on 

exports of services. Trade in services tends to be 

less cyclical than trade in goods, in particular 

because services are not subject to inventory 

accumulation and decumulation. This traditional 

                                                        
(17) National accounts for the euro area do not distinguish 

between intra-euro area and extra-euro area trade in goods 

and services. The relative distribution of extra- and intra-euro 
area trade in goods from external trade statistics was applied 

to trade in goods and services from the national accounts. 

As in the case of the US and Japan, the share of euro-area exports in total world trade has been declining since 

the late 1990s. The trend reflects the rapid integration of emerging economies into world trade but also euro 

exchange rate developments. Since 2010, the euro-area’s market share has shown signs of stabilisation, mostly 

due to a significant depreciation of the euro. 

The euro area still trades predominantly with its immediate neighbours in Europe, some of which are advanced 

economies engaged in protracted deleveraging processes. The crisis seems to have accelerated the pre-crisis 

shift towards emerging markets, where demand has proved much more resilient than in advanced economies. A 

strong rebound in import demand from new EU Member States should contribute to boosting euro-area exports 

in coming years and there is no sign that the geographical specialisation of exports will be less supportive in 

the euro area than in other large advanced economies such as the US or Japan. 

The crisis may also have a lasting legacy at the sectoral/product level. The euro area has a comparative 

advantage in machinery and transport, in research-intensive sectors such as pharmaceuticals and in labour-

intensive sectors. It also has a weaker specialisation than the US and Japan in the Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT) sector. The crisis seems to have triggered a move away from labour-

intensive sectors and to have accelerated the trend decline of the machinery and transport sector in total euro-

area exports. There are concerns that it might have a persistent negative effect on that sector due to a mix of 

sluggish demand for investment goods and durables in a number of advanced economies engaged in lengthy 

deleveraging processes and increasing competitive pressures from emerging market suppliers. Deteriorations 

in export shares have been particularly visible in the ICT sector and, to a lesser extent, in the electrical 

machinery and car sectors. In contrast, exports of non-electrical machinery have been comparatively resilient 

to the crisis, confirming the euro-area’s traditional strength in that sub-sector.   
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difference in cyclicality is magnified in recessions 

induced by financial crises, during which the 

contraction in demand (and therefore trade) tends 

to be concentrated in specific categories of goods 

such as investment equipment. Euro-area balance 

of payments shows that trade in transportation, 

travel and financial services were strongly hit by 

the 2008-09 recession, while trade in business and 

professional services proved relatively 

resilient. Similar developments were observed in 

the US as well. (18) 

Graph 2.1: Extra-euro area exports of goods and 

services 

(1999-2011, % of GDP) (1) 
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(1) Based on national accounts; the share of extra-euro area 

exports is from external trade statistics. Based on 2005 prices. 

Source: Commission services. 

After a steep decline during the initial crisis 

period and a rapid recovery in 2010, extra-euro- 

area imports of goods and services are currently 

increasing more slowly than exports. In the fourth 

quarter of 2011, while real exports of both goods 

and services were growing at over 6 % on an 

annual basis, imports of goods from outside the 

euro area were only growing by 2.2 % and imports 

of services by 0.9 %. These growth differences 

between exports and imports are largely due to 

lower domestic demand in the euro area than in 

the rest of the world and, to a lesser degree, 

improvements in external competitiveness. At the 

end of 2011, the euro-area’s real effective 

exchange rate (CPI-based, quarterly averages) 

was about 10 % below its pre-crisis peak 

(Graph 2.2). 

External trade statistics show that extra-euro area 

exports of goods were more severely hit in the 

                                                        
(18) See for instance Borchert, I. and A. Mattoo (2009), ‘The 

crisis resilience of services trade’, The Service Industries 

Journal, Vol. 30, No 14, December, pp. 1-20. 

early stages of the global financial crisis than 

intra-euro area exports. In volume terms, the 

former dropped by 24.0 % from their peak in 2008 

to their trough in 2009, while the latter fell by 

only 21.4 % (Graph 2.3). Recovery from this 

initial drop was, however, much faster for extra-

euro area exports, which now stand close to their 

pre-crisis peak although a downward inflection in 

the growth rate has been visible since spring 2011. 

In contrast, intra-euro area exports, after a short-

lived recovery in 2010, have remained mostly flat 

before edging down slightly since mid-2011 due 

to a relapse in domestic demand in the euro area. 

Graph 2.2: Real effective exchange rate 

(1999-2011, 1999 = 100) (1) 
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(1) Moving average, CPI-based. 

Source: Commission services. 

 

Graph 2.3: Extra- and intra-euro exports of goods 

(volume index, 2000 = 100) (1) 
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(1) Based on external trade statistics. 

Source: Commission services. 
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The export market share of the euro area has 

stabilised 

Looking at the euro-area’s performance in terms 

of export market shares (19), the shares of world 

exports in volumes accounted for by the euro area, 

the US and Japan have been declining since the 

late 1990s (top panel of Graph 2.4). 

Graph 2.4: Exports of goods as a share of world 

trade (index 2000 = 100) (1) 
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(1) Moving average. Euro-area exports cover extra-euro area 

trade only, based on external trade statistics. 

Source: Commission services and CPB Netherlands. 

These market share losses have been to the benefit 

of emerging economies, especially those in Asia, 

which have steadily increased their share of world 

exports by exporting more not only to advanced 

economies, but also to each other. The share of 

world export volumes coming from emerging 

economies surged from 40.8 % in the first quarter 

of 1999 to 55.4 % in the first quarter of 2012, 

while the share of the euro area fell from 15.4 % 

to 13.3 % over the same period. In addition to the 

                                                        
(19) Intra-euro area trade is excluded from the world total in the 

analysis of export market shares. 

rapid integration of emerging markets in world 

trade, the trend losses in market share in the euro 

area were also driven by the euro’s appreciation. 

The decline in the euro-area’s export market share 

was faster in the first quarters of the crisis. This 

strong initial response was due to the relatively 

large share of crisis-affected European countries 

in euro-area export destinations and the large drop 

in world import demand for durable and 

investment goods, which are major components of 

euro-area exports. Since the middle of 2010 the 

export market share losses of the euro area have 

come to an end (though more clearly in real than 

in nominal terms). The stabilisation of market 

shares is mostly attributable to gains in external 

competitiveness. Estimates published in past 

issues of this report suggest that a decrease in the 

real exchange rate of 10 % (as seen between 2009 

and 2011) should boost euro-area exports by 

about 3-5 %, with much of the effect being felt 

relatively rapidly (say in about 1-1.5 years). (20) 

Significant differences in market share 

developments can be observed depending on 

whether volume or value data are used. Since 

1999 the share of extra-euro area exports in world 

trade has performed significantly better in terms 

of values (bottom panel of Graph 2.4) than in 

terms of volumes. Both shares have been on a 

declining trend over the past decade but the fall 

has been less steep in values than in volumes. 

Furthermore, the fall in value has been much less 

pronounced in the euro area than in the US and 

Japan. This is suggestive of euro-area exporters 

being relatively well positioned in terms of 

product quality and therefore commanding more 

pricing power than their US or Japanese 

counterparts. 

2.2. The geographical pattern of euro-area 
exports 

The geographical composition of trade is 

determined by distance and size … 

Euro-area trade is split roughly in half between 

intra- and extra-euro area flows, with the latter 

slightly exceeding the former since 2008. The 

bulk of extra-area trade is with partners in the 

region’s geographical proximity (Table 2.1). The 

UK alone accounted for 9.5 % of euro-area 

imports and 12.3 % of euro-area exports in 2011. 

Accounting for 14 % of euro-area exports, those 

                                                        
(20) For an analysis of the real exchange rate elasticity of euro-

area exports see for instance Quarterly Report on the Euro 

Area, No 2/2010, Box 1.1. 
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new EU Member States which have not joined the 

euro also represent a major trading partner. A 

significant share of euro-area trade also takes 

place with non-EU European countries. These are 

countries that are close geographically, such as 

Switzerland and Norway, or are somewhat more 

peripheral in the European continent but are large, 

such as Russia and Turkey. 

The group of geographically distant euro-area 

trade partners is dominated by the largest global 

importers and exporters. Some of them are 

advanced economies, such as the US, while others 

are emerging, such as China, India and Brazil. In 

2011, the share of the US in euro-area exports was 

11.4 % while the share of Brazil, Russia, India and 

China (the BRICs) was 14.8 %. 

These figures show that geographical proximity 

and relative country size are important 

determinants of geographical euro-area trade 

patterns. Unsurprisingly, this is also true for other 

leading advanced economies. Due to its specific 

geographic configuration (with a comparatively 

limited number of direct neighbouring countries), 

the US has a more concentrated geographical 

distribution of trade partners than the euro area. 

Trade with Canada and Mexico represented more 

than a third of US exports in 2011. Beyond these 

immediate neighbours, the other two large 

advanced economies, Japan and the euro area, as 

well as emerging economies in Latin America and 

East Asia, account for a substantial share of US 
trade. 

Japan trades predominantly with the US and 

countries in Asia. By 2011, China had become 

Japan’s largest trade partner in terms of both 

imports and exports. The US is a more important 

trade partner for Japan than for the euro area. 

… with faster-growing emerging economies 

becoming increasingly important 

Trade between the euro area and emerging 

markets increased substantially in the last decade. 

The growth was essentially spurred by the rapid 

integration of emerging markets into the world 

economy discussed in Chapter 1 and is therefore 

evident in the US and Japan too. Within the 

emerging market category, Brazil, Russia, India 

and China (the BRICs) stand out. The very rapid 

growth in trade with the BRICs between 1999 and 

2007 transformed the group into a major euro-area 

trade partner (Table 2.2). Trade with the BRICs 

was initially based on traditional comparative 

advantage, with BRICs’ exports essentially driven 

by large endowments in natural resources and 

labour and BRICs’ imports of manufactured 

goods fuelled by strong domestic demand. In 

recent years, however, a shift of BRICs’ exports 

towards goods of higher quality and higher 

technological content has been clearly visible, 

most notably for China. 

The dynamics of trade intensification between 

advanced economies and emerging markets 

reflects not only a general trend of integration into 

world markets but also geographical specificities. 

The euro area being geographically close to the 

 

Table 2.1: Geographical breakdown of exports (in %) 

1999 2007 2011 1999 2007 2011 1999 2007 2011 99-07 07-10

EA 17 n.a n.a n.a 15.5 15.4 13.0 14.0 11.1 8.6 8.3 1.2

US 16.4 13.1 11.4 n.a. n.a n.a. 31.1 20.4 15.5 5.0 0.3

Japan 3.3 2.3 2.3 8.2 5.3 4.3 n.a. n.a. n.a. 5.7 4.8

Brazil 1.5 1.2 1.7 1.9 2.2 2.9 0.5 0.6 0.8 7.7 15.6

Russia 1.6 4.6 4.6 0.3 0.6 0.5 0.1 1.5 1.4 22.7 8.8

India 0.9 1.5 1.8 0.5 1.5 1.5 0.6 0.9 1.3 16.6 18.3

China 1.9 4.1 6.7 1.8 5.4 6.7 5.6 15.3 19.7 20.6 14.7

UK,DK,SE 25.8 21.3 17.7 6.3 4.9 4.2 4.0 2.7 2.3 6.9 -3.6

EFTA 8.1 7.1 7.5 1.5 1.8 1.9 0.9 0.6 1.3 10.6 n.a

Non-euro NMS(3) 8.9 13.9 13.9 0.3 0.7 0.6 0.3 1.0 0.8 20.1 -4.5

East Asia(4) 5.9 5.5 6.1 9.8 9.2 9.7 28.1 29.4 31.8 8.0 2.9(5)

Latin America(5) 3.7 3.3 3.4 18.3 18.9 22.2 3.8 4.1 4.4 7.5 3.9

Africa 5.7 5.8 6.4 1.4 1.9 2.0 1.3 1.6 1.6 11.9 3.0

Rest of the world 16.3 16.2 16.6 34.2 32.3 30.3 9.8 10.9 10.6 8.3 -0.1

Import growth(1)
Share of total exports

EA 17(2) US Japan

 
(1) Average annual growth in EUR. (2) Excl. trade between members. (3) BG, CZ, HU, LT, LV, PL, RO. (4) Hong Kong, Indonesia, South 

Korea, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Taiwan. (5) Excl. Brazil. 

Source: Commission services and UN Comtrade. 
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(non-euro) new EU Member States or to Russia, 

the share of these destinations in euro-area total 

exports has increased more rapidly than for the 

US or Japan. Conversely, Japan has benefited 

more than the other two advanced economies 

from trade integration with East Asia. 

 

Table 2.2: Trade growth  

(1999-2007 in %) (1) 

Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports

EA 17 n.a n.a 4.5 3.6 2.6 0.7

US 2.6 5.1 n.a n.a -2.2 -1.7

Japan 1.3 3.4 -1.8 -1.8 n.a n.a

BRICs 16.5 15.6 11.1 14.5 8.3 18.7

Other emerging 

economies(2)
10.4 9.1 8.2 6.8 9.6 9.2

EA 17 US Japan

 
(1) Average annual growth in EUR. (2) Average of Africa, Latin 

America, East Asia and non-euro area new EU 27 Member 

States. 

Source: Commission services and UN Comtrade. 
 

The crisis had a mixed impact on the euro-

area’s geographical export structure 

The global crisis seems to have altered some of 

the pre-crisis trends in the geographical 

composition of euro-area exports. Overall gains in 

the share of emerging markets have continued 

since 2007 although some shifts within this bloc 

are noticeable. Emerging countries that were 

relatively less affected by the crisis, such as China 

and Brazil, have moved up the ranking of top 

euro-area export destinations faster since 2007. A 

pick-up of the relative importance of East Asia, 

Africa and, to a lesser degree, Latin America is 

also visible. Conversely, after a surge in pre-crisis 

years, the share in total euro-area exports of new 

EU Member States remained broadly stable 

between 2007 and 2011, reflecting the intensity of 

the crisis in most of these countries. 

The global crisis also seems to have speeded up 

the decline in the share of some advanced 

economies such as the UK in total euro-area 

exports. This can be explained by the weakness of 

domestic demand in these countries, which face 

protracted balance sheet adjustment processes in 

the private and/or the public sector. But recent 

shifts in the export structure do not only reflect 

factors such as deleveraging and the changing 

structure of global trade. They have also been 

driven by potentially more short-term 

developments such as exchange rate fluctuations. 
For instance, exports from the euro area to 

Switzerland have been boosted by the 

depreciation of the euro against the Swiss franc. 

The franc gained 8.6 % in nominal terms against 

the euro in 2010 and another 10.7 % in 2011. As a 

result, in 2011 the share of Switzerland in euro-

area exports climbed back to 6.3 %, close to its 

value in 1999. Conversely, exports to the UK 

have been hampered (in addition to weak demand) 

by the depreciation of the British Pound. 

The short- to medium-term implications of these 

changes in the geographical structure of euro-area 

exports are difficult to assess. In pre-crisis years, 

the euro area tended to offset a comparative 

disadvantage in trade with emerging Asia and 

Latin America with a comparative advantage in 

trade with new EU Member States and Russia. Its 

specialisation has proved to be relatively 

unfavourable during the global crisis, in particular 

due to sharp slumps in some new EU Member 

States. To check whether this remains true for the 

near future, Table 2.3 presents import growth for 

major destinations as projected in the European 

Commission’s spring forecast for 2012 and 2013. 

Although import demand in countries mired in 

balance sheet adjustment processes such as the 

UK will remain comparatively sluggish, the 

overall import demand addressed to the euro area 

is projected to grow only slightly slower over the 

two years considered than for the US and Japan 

(first row of Table 2.3). This mainly reflects a 

strong rebound in import demand in new EU 

countries. Hence, although the global crisis seems 

to have affected geographical trade patterns, this 

should not translate into a major handicap for 

euro-area exports over the short to medium term. 

 

Table 2.3: Potential nominal export growth, 

2011-2013 (%) 
Euro area US Japan Import growth 

2011-13(1)

Weighted demand for 

exports from…(1)(2) 6.2 6.8 6.6

Share in total exports

Euro area n.a 13.0 8.6 5.0

US 11.4 n.a. 15.5 7.0

Japan 2.3 4.3 n.a. 6.7

BRICs 14.8 11.7 23.2 5.9

of which Russia 4.6 0.5 1.4 5.3

UK,DK,SE 17.7 4.2 2.3 4.0

EFTA 7.5 1.9 1.3 6.4

Non-euro NMS(3) 13.9 0.6 0.8 7.5

Other(4) 13.8 45.0 21.9 6.9  
(1) Forecast average annual growth in EUR (PPS). (2) Export- 

weighted import demand in export destinations. (3) BG, CZ, HU, 

LT, LV, PL, RO. (4) HR, MK, TR, RS, ME, CA, KO, HK, AU, 

NZ, MX, ID, AR, SA, ZA. 

Source: Commission services and UN Comtrade. 
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2.3. The sectoral pattern of euro-area 
exports 

The general picture 

Table 2.4 shows the sectoral structure of exports 

for the euro area, the US and Japan over the 

period 1999-2011 and compares it to the sectoral 

composition of world imports. In all three regions, 

the broad sector ‘machinery and transport 

equipment’ accounts for the largest share of total 

exports (close to 50 % in the case of the euro 

area), with Japan clearly ahead of the two other 

regions in that respect. The euro-area export 

structure appears more diversified than that of the 

other two regions, with a larger share of food and 

beverages, chemicals and ‘other manufacturing’. 

A comparison of the product structure of euro-

area exports with the structure of world trade (last 

column of Table 2.4) provides some indication of 

the region’s comparative advantage. In general, 

the euro-area export structure is closer to the 

world trade structure than that of the US or Japan, 

suggesting a less clear-cut comparative advantage. 

Like the US and Japan, the euro area has a clear 

relative specialisation (i.e. a higher share in total 

exports than the world at large) in machinery and 

transport equipment. Within this very large sector, 

the picture is contrasted, with a relative 

specialisation in sub-sectors such as non-electrical 

machinery and transport equipment but a weaker 

presence in sectors such as ICT equipment and 

non-electrical machinery. Unlike the US and 

Japan, the euro area also posts a relative 

specialisation in chemicals. Reflecting its 

endowments in natural resources, its exports are 

comparatively smaller in raw materials and fuels. 

 

Table 2.4: Product shares in total exports and in 

world imports (average in %) 

Euro area US Japan
World 

imports

1999-2011 1999-2011 1999-2011 1999-2010

Food, beverages and oils 6.5 6.4 0.5 6.8

Crude materials 1.8 4.5 1.1 3.7

Fuels 4.0 3.3 1.0 12.3

Chemicals 15.3 12.0 8.8 10.7

Machinery and transport 

equipment
43.8 47.3 64.1 37.4

Other manufacturing 25.7 21.3 19.6 25.3

Other commodities and 

transactions
2.8 5.3 4.9 3.7

 
Source: UN Comtrade, Commission services. 

 

Useful insights can also be gained by classifying 

exports according to their factor intensity. The 

euro area mainly specialises in the export of 

capital- and ‘difficult to imitate’ research-

intensive goods, but also exhibits a small 

comparative advantage in labour-intensive goods 

relative to the US and Japan. (21) 

The specialisation of the euro area in research-

intensive goods is not as strong as that of the US 

and Japan, which, unlike the euro area, have a 

strong comparative advantage in ICT sectors. The 

euro-area’s share of ICT exports, such as office 

and data-processing machinery and 

telecommunication equipment, in total exports is 

remarkably lower than in the US and Japan. 

Nevertheless, the euro area has a strong position 

in non-ICT high-tech sectors such as 

pharmaceuticals (4.7 % of its total exports) and, to 

a lesser extent, aircraft (2.8 % of total exports). 

 

Table 2.5: Export shares by factor intensity 

(averages in %) 

Euro area US Japan
World 

imports

1999-2011 1999-2011 1999-2011 1999-2010

Raw material-

intensive
10.9 14.0 2.5 22.7

Labour-intensive 18.2 14.6 7.4 17.8

Capital-intensive 20.5 13.6 29.6 16.7

Research-intensive 50.4 57.8 60.5 42.8
 

Source: UN Comtrade, Commission services. 
 

At first sight, the export specialisation of the euro 

area appears somewhat less conducive to growth 

than that of the US or Japan, due to a weaker 

presence in fast-growing ICT sectors. However, 

as indicated by the overall market share 

developments (particularly in nominal prices) 

presented in the introductory section, there is no 

evidence that the export specialisation is 

systematically less supportive in the euro area 

than in the US or Japan. This may be explained by 

several factors discussed further hereafter. First, 

competitive pressures in ICT (particularly from 

emerging markets) are generally high and 

competitive advantages in that sector can be 

difficult to maintain. Second, the euro area is 

specialised in research-intensive sectors such as 

pharmaceuticals where growth may be lower but 

where emerging market competition and price 

pressures are weaker. Finally, the euro area also 

enjoys a strong position in the export of medium-

high tech machinery, where growth is relatively 

                                                        
(21) For an analysis of the sectoral specialisation of the euro area, 

the US and Japan according to the products’ factor intensity, 

see Quarterly Report on the Euro Area, No 2/2010. 
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fast and competitive pressures can be weathered 

by raising product quality. 

Pre-crisis performance 

The product structure of advanced economies’ 

exports changed significantly during the decade 

preceding the crisis (Table 2.6). The relative 

importance of the machinery and transport sector 

declined in the euro area, the US and Japan, 

reflecting keener competition from emerging 

markets, notably China. There are, however, 

indications that the euro area weathered the rise in 

competition better than the other two regions. The 

decline in the sector’s export share was more 

contained in the euro area than in Japan and 

especially the US, where the share of the sector in 

total exports fell from 54.2 % in 1999 to 36.5 % in 

2011. (22) Over 1999-2007, euro-area exports of 

machinery and transport equipment increased in 

value terms and the trade balance displayed a 

moderate improvement. On the other hand, Japan 

displayed a smaller improvement of the trade 

balance, while the US ran a trade deficit. 

 

Table 2.6: Change in product shares of total 

exports  

(in pp, 1999-2007 and 2007-2011) (1) 

1999

-

2007

2007

-

2011

1999

-

2007

2007

-

2011

1999

-

2007

2007

-

2011

Food, beverages and 

oils
-0.54 0.87 -0.31 0.83 -0.01 0.06

Crude materials 0.26 0.31 1.66 0.69 0.55 0.23

Fuels 2.72 2.30 1.97 4.54 1.01 0.68

Chemicals 1.54 1.10 2.45 0.73 1.77 1.14

Machinery and 

transport equipment
-2.54 -3.20 -6.42 -11.28 -5.40 -4.92

Other manufacturing -1.17 -1.68 0.41 -1.12 -0.09 2.30

Other commodities 

and transactions
-0.26 0.30 0.25 5.61 2.18 0.52

JapanUSEuro area

 
(1) The change in the sectoral share of total exports is expressed 

in percentage points and is the total change over the period of 
reference. 

Source: UN Comtrade, Commission services. 
 

A closer look at the components of the machinery 

and transport equipment sector reveals that the 

comparatively good performance of the euro area 

for the sector as a whole can primarily be traced 

back to non-electrical machinery. Graph 2.5 

shows that while the US appears to have reduced 

                                                        
(22) The changes in the shares of ‘machinery and transport 

equipment’ and of ‘other commodities and transactions’ in 
total US exports over the period 2007-2011 are partly 

overestimated due to the reclassification of certain items. 

its specialisation in this sub-sector, the euro-area 

export share increased moderately in the years 

preceding the global economic crisis. 

Developments were somewhat less favourable 

with other machinery components. The euro area 

registered a significant decline in the share of 

ICT, less steep than in Japan but comparable with 

what was observed in the US (Graph 2.6). (23) The 

euro-area share of cars in total exports was 

broadly stable over the period, while it increased 

moderately in the US and especially in Japan. 

Graph 2.5: Share of non-electrical machinery in 

total exports (in %, 1999-2011) 
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Source: UN Comtrade, Commission services. 

 

Graph 2.6: Share of ICT in total exports 

(in %, 1999-2011) 

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011

Euro area

US

Japan

 
Source: UN Comtrade, Commission services. 

                                                        
(23) ICT goods are here defined as office machines and automatic 

data-processing machines and telecommunications and 
sound-recording and reproducing apparatus and equipment, 

based on the 2-digit SITC codes 75 and 76. 
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The euro-area’s already strong position in exports 

of chemicals improved further in pre-crisis years. 

Within this sector, the fastest export growth was 

experienced by medicinal and pharmaceutical 

products, in terms of both value and market shares 

(Graph 2.7). Exports of pharmaceuticals also 

increased in the US. Nevertheless, the 

pharmaceuticals trade balances in the US and 

Japan showed a sizeable deterioration over the 

period, while the euro-area trade balance 

improved steadily, suggesting a stronger 

competitive position of the euro area in this key 

high-tech sector. 

Graph 2.7: Euro-area exports of medicinal and 

pharmaceutical products 

(1999-2011) 
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Source: Commission services. 

During the pre-crisis period, the share of mineral 

fuels in total exports increased in all three major 

advanced economies. However, all three regions 

displayed a large and widening negative net trade 

balance (the largest being in the euro area). 

Fluctuations in the balance reflect the 

developments in world oil prices and the 

economic cycle. 

Finally, looking at comparative advantage by 

factor intensity over the period 1999-2007, there 

is some evidence of a decline in the euro-area’s 

specialisation in labour-intensive exports, such as 

leather, textiles and clothes, and a shift towards 

raw material-intensive goods and some capital-

intensive goods such as rubber and metals. 

However, the euro area still maintains a higher 

export specialisation in labour-intensive goods 

than the US and Japan. The share of research-

intensive exports in total exports also declined in 

all three regions but to a lesser extent in the euro 

area. 

 

Table 2.7: Change in sectoral shares of total 

exports classified by factor intensity 

(in pp, 1999-2007 and 2007-2011) (1) 

1999

-

2007

2007

-

2011

1999

-

2007

2007

-

2011

1999

-

2007

2007

-

2011

Raw material-

intensive
2.69 3.60 3.26 8.00 1.75 1.00

Labour-intensive -3.15 -1.50 -0.36 0.28 -1.50 0.19

Capital-intensive 2.16 -0.90 1.39 -0.54 5.52 -2.97

Research-intensive -1.70 -1.21 -4.30 -7.75 -5.76 1.77

Euro area US Japan

 
(1) The change in the sectoral shares of total exports is expressed 

in percentage points and is the total change over the period of 

reference. 

Source: UN Comtrade, Commission services. 
 

Post-crisis developments 

Reflecting different sensitivities to the cycle, 

sectoral exports have been affected unevenly by 

the global crisis. The sharp drop in exports in 

2008-09 has been followed by a strong rebound, 

but activity in a number of sectors is still below its 

pre-crisis peak. Exports of intermediate goods and 

capital goods declined sharply in the early stages 

of the crisis, while exports of consumption goods, 

typically more resilient to crises, were less 

severely affected. Nevertheless, when passenger 

cars are added to consumption goods, the slump in 

exports of consumption goods was much more 

pronounced (Graph 2.8). 

Graph 2.8: Extra-euro area exports by sector 

(volume indices, January 2008 = 100) (1) 
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(1) Six-month moving average. 

Source: Commission services. 

Besides short-term cyclical considerations, there 

are concerns that the global crisis may have 
lasting effects on some sectors. In the context of a 

balance sheet crisis characterised by protracted 
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deleveraging processes in a number of advanced 

countries, persistent downside pressures on 

demand for investment goods and durable goods 

can be expected. This is visible to some extent in 

the most recent trade data. It is obviously difficult 

at this stage to disentangle cyclical from structural 

changes in exports, but there is evidence pointing 

to persistent effects of the crisis in some sectors. 

In particular, the broad machinery and transport 

sector appears to have been durably affected by 

the crisis. Sectoral exports in value terms in the 

euro area are above their pre-crisis levels, but 

their shares in total exports have dropped by 

3.2 pp since 2007. Even larger declines in the 

relative importance of machinery and transport 

equipment were registered in the US and Japan. 

The demand constraints deriving from the 

deleveraging process have been accompanied by 

supply constraints, with a further intensification of 

competition from China, whose share of 

machinery and transport equipment in total 

exports has been steadily increasing. 

Looking into the components of the broad 

machinery sector, euro-area and Japanese exports 

of non-electrical machinery performed well 

during the crisis, recovering after a large drop in 

2009 both in value terms and as a share of total 

exports. On the other hand, the share of ICT 

products in total euro-area exports is still currently 

1.7 pp below its 2007 level. The ICT sector 

accounts for more than half of the decline in the 

overall machinery and transport sector over the 

period 2007-11, and its sectoral trade balance 

deteriorated further with respect to pre-crisis 

levels. Exports of electrical machinery were also 

affected more strongly by the global economic 

crisis, with a deterioration of the trade balance and 

a 0.7 pp decline of the sectoral share in total 

exports compared with the 2007 level. Finally, the 

global economic crisis has also hit the car 

industry, where the export share in 2011 was still 

below its 2007 level. 

Some sectors have, however, been more resilient 

to the crisis than machinery and transport 

equipment. The share of crude materials and 

mineral fuels in total exports has increased further 

throughout the euro area and in the US and Japan 

since 2007, although trade balances have 

worsened considerably. Exports of foods and 

beverages have increased since the onset of the 

crisis in the euro area as well as in the US and 

Japan. Moreover, since 2007, the increase in euro-
area exports of medicinal and pharmaceutical 

products has accelerated. 

Overall, the global economic crisis appears to 

have left a lasting mark on a range of investment 

and durable goods sectors, amplifying pre-crisis 

weaknesses. An exception is the non-electrical 

machinery sector, where the euro area maintains 

its traditional comparative advantage. 

2.4. Conclusion 

The share of euro-area exports in total world trade 

has been declining since the late 1990s. The trend 

has been visible in the US and Japan too and has 

been, to some extent, less rapid than in those two 

economies. It reflects the rapid integration of 

emerging economies into world trade but also 

euro exchange rate developments. There is no 

evidence that the crisis has accelerated the losses 

in euro-area market share observed in the decade 

preceding the crisis: since 2010, the market share 

has shown signs of stabilisation, mostly as a result 

of a significant depreciation of the euro. 

There is, however, some evidence that the crisis 

has affected the structure of euro-area exports. It 

seems to have accelerated the pre-crisis shift 

towards emerging markets, where demand has 

proved much more resilient than in advanced 

economies. It also seems to have accelerated the 

declining importance of some traditional 

advanced partners where deleveraging (sometimes 

compounded by exchange rate developments) is 

hampering demand for euro-area exports. Overall, 

however, projected changes in world import 

demand patterns over the next few years, with in 

particular a deceleration in China (where the euro 

area is less present than Japan) and a strong 

rebound of new EU Member States (where the 

euro area is comparatively strong) are such that 

geographical specialisation should not be much 

less supportive in the euro area than in the US or 

Japan. 

The potential lasting impact of the crisis is 

probably more visible and challenging at the 

sectoral level. The euro area has a strong 

comparative advantage in exports of medium-high 

tech machinery and of chemicals, particularly 

pharmaceuticals. Partly due to its strong position 

in pharmaceutical products, the euro-area’s 

overall export performance in chemicals seems to 

have been little affected by the global economic 

crisis. By contrast, the situation of the machinery 

and transport equipment sector appears more 

difficult. Largely due to keener competition from 

emerging markets, notably China, the share of the 
sector in total euro-area exports declined 

significantly during the decade preceding the 
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crisis. As a result of the ongoing deleveraging 

trend in some parts of the world (and related 

constraints on demand for investment equipment 

and durables), the crisis seems to have exerted 

additional pressure on the sector. The recent 

decline in machinery and transport export shares 

was more contained than in other advanced  

countries, such as the US and Japan, suggesting 

that the euro area is tackling this challenge 

comparatively well. However, while the 

competitive position of non-electrical machinery 

seems to remain comparatively strong, the crisis 

has further weakened the position of the ICT, 

electrical machinery and car sectors. 


