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FLANDERS 2019 FOREIGN TRADE: main headlines 

 

exports: -1.29% ; imports: -2.34% 
 

 
According to 2019 trade figures recently published by the Belgian National Bank and subjected to a 
preliminary analysis by Flanders Investment & Trade, Flanders annual exports amounted to EUR 325.1 
billion in 2019, with imports totalling EUR 312.6 billion. 
 

Throughout 2019, all the signs had been there that 2019 was not going to be another record-breaking 
year for Flemish exports. Indeed, not since 2009 had both exports and imports from Flanders 
experienced 6 consecutive months of year-on-year decreases.  
 

Whereas in 2018, merchandise exports from Flanders did reach a record high of EUR 328 billion, the 
upturn in export sales which had really set in from 2010 onwards, ground to an abrupt halt in 2019, 
when the value of annual exports stood at EUR 325.1 billion, down 1.29% against the 2018 total. 
 
2019 did not bring any record values for imports either. Flemish companies imported EUR 312.6 billion 
worth of goods from across the globe in 2019, down 2.34% with respect to 2018.  
 

Flanders accounted for just about 82% of the total value of annual exports from Belgium in 2019, with 
the Walloon region taking a 15.5% share (following a 7% increase in its annual export value) and 
Brussels accounting for the remaining 2.7% share of total Belgian merchandise exports on the back of a 
11.7% rise in the value of 2019 exports. 
 

To be fair, one should point out that our region’s unimpressive export performance in 2019 was – to a 
considerable extent — due to quite a strong decrease in exports of just two products: organic chemicals 
(destined to Germany) on the one hand and energy commodities on the other, with the apparent 
impact of price fluctuations on 2019 dispatches of energy products from Flanders. 
 

Putting a name to products, instrumental in the EUR 4.2 billion drop of total exports, we should 
mention one in particular, lactam — a key component in the production of high-tech plastics — which 
single-handedly brought about a EUR 2.8 billion drop in exports. Along with sliding exports of mineral 
fuels (minus EUR 3.2 billion), the combined export loss of just those two commodities spiralled up to 
EUR 6 billion in 2019. 
 

In spite of a slight decrease in exports (-1.24%; mainly in the chemicals line), the twin chemicals and 
pharmaceuticals branches continued as highest-ranking export commodity group in 2019, holding a a 
22,9% proportion of total Flemish exports. 
The second place was taken by the automotive branch, its export value up by 6.7% up on 2018 and 
taking a 13.54% share of the total value of Flemish exports.  
Machinery and equipment experienced a 3.6% increase in value and now third with an 11.1% share of 
overseas sales. 
Mineral fuels – our 4th export commodity in 2019 — experienced one of the largest value decreases 
compared with 2018. Down 9.6%, the value loss was led primarily by fallen prices of energy 
commodities throughout 2019 (to an average of -17.3% across all commodities according to the IMF 
Primary Commodity Price Index – March 2020). 
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Value losses sustained by the above-mentioned industries were partly — but not entirely — offset by 

rising exports of food and beverages (+4.6%), precious stones and metals (+3.5%) and optical and 

precision instruments (+1.9%) in 2019.   

The 2019 trade figures featured here are reported according to the broadly recognized community 
definition of trade data compilation (or CC – community concept), a system which includes both re-
exports and quasi-transit flows of goods. The main advantage of adopting the CC system is that it is 
used by a vast majority of trading nations across the world and is therefore mutually comparable . 
Yet apart from the above system of trade data compilation, there is also a different one, the so-called 
national concept (NC), which excludes the value of re-exports through Flanders by non-nationals (and 
without ownership of the goods passing on to a Flanders’ national). 
According to the latter compilation system, the value of Flemish exports did increase by a mere 0.65% 
in 2019. Annual imports however, thus compiled, still recorded negative growth (-2,25%). 
 

Posting a 1.29% drop in 2019 value, exports from Flanders seriously lagged behind its European 
counterparts and also compared poorly with the overall European Union export performance in 2019, 
According to recent trade figures issued by Eurostat, growth of EU exports as a whole averaged 2.28% 
in 2019.  
Germany saw its 2019 exports increased minimally by 0.7%, but French (+3.3%) and Dutch exports 
(+2.9%) recorded positive annual figures, as did the United Kingdom, with exports up 1.7% in 2019, its 
final year as a EU member state. 

 

As Flemish imports in 2019 fell more sharply (-2.34%) than exports (-1.29%), this left us with a trade in 
goods surplus to the tune of EUR 12.4 billion, up by a third compared with the 2018 surplus. 

 

As this report focuses on Flemish foreign trade data from 2019, one should keep in mind that all 
findings actually predate the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and the devastating impact it is bound 
to have on the global economy. 
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2019 FLEMISH EXPORTS: REGIONAL ANALYSIS 
Intra-EU goods trade performs more poorly than trade outside the EU 

 
71.1 % of all merchandise exports from Flanders continues to be directed to EU28 markets despite a 1.47% 
drop in EU28-bound deliveries in 2019. More than half of Flanders exports — 52.1% —  was dispatched to it 5  
neighbouring markets, Germany, the Netherlands, France, the United Kingdom and Luxembourg. 

 

Even though it experienced the largest value decrease on 2018, down EUR 1.7 billion, Germany remained by 
far the largest export partner in 2019, still cornering a 17.93% share of total exports from Flanders. 
All in all, that 2.83% drop in exports to Germany did not appear all that bad, considering the huge order 
from Germany of lactams, a key component in the production of high-tech plastics in 2018, when Flemish 
sales of lactam to Germany had skyrocketed to an unprecented EUR 5 bn. 
This proved not to be a one-off order, as quite some lactams continued to be shipped to Germany 
throughout 2019 as well, but not nearly as much as in 2018. In fact, the value of lactam sales from Flanders 
on the German market dwindled by EUR 2.3 billion in 2019.   
 

2019 exports to the Netherlands, the runner-up among top Flemish export markets, fell by 1.8%, largely due 
to a decrease in mineral fuels and natural gas, a combined effect of shifts in volumes and price fluctuations.  
Exports to France, our third export partner country, all but levelled off, showing an increase of just 0.25% 
in year-on-year exports in 2019. 
 
Flanders intra-community exports to most other major EU trade partners experienced a decline in 2019. 
Sales to Italy also dropped by a 4.5%, with losses dominated by cars and plastics, while export trade with 
Spain shrunk by 2.,2%, brought on mainly by fallen fuel sales.  
Exports to Poland, however, did rise by 3.4%. Export trade with the United Kingdom, for instance, 
diminished by 3.9%, largely due to a EUR 650 million decrease in supplies of natural gas, along with a  
EUR 700 million decrease in exports of pharmaceuticals, of which the UK, by the way, had got to 
stockpiling massive amounts particularly during Q1-2019. Judging by the above figures, Flanders exports of 
pharamceuticals apparently have not taken advantage of this surge in UK demand. 
 
As far as Brexit is concerned, it still seems that, so far, its main tangible impact on trade with Britain 
appears to be the relative currency volatility of the pound — its exchange rate to the euro down by over 
10% since June 2016, when the referendum on Brexit was held. 
 

At present we are still in the dark about the effective impact Brexit is bound to have on trade with the UK: 
the British public has undoubtedly lost part of its purchasing power and UK consumers will have started 
putting off non-essential purchases of (imported) mechandise. 
 

As long as Brexit has not been fully “got done” and the exact scope of an eventual free trade agreement  
with the EU becomes clear, British industry will most probably put any far-reaching investment plans on ice 
or embark on stockpiling essential goods (components, pharmaceuticals...) 
 
However, by just looking at the 2019 trade figures with the UK, it is hard to say to what extent any possible 
(forthcoming) Brexit effect can be blamed for the 2019 decrease in Flanders-UK trade or whether other 
causes may have been involved. 

If anything became at all clear in 2019, it’s that there was a considerable decline in Flemish exports of two 
commodities in particular, most notably pharmaceuticals (-27%) and natural gas (-89%).  
Of those industries particularly exposed to the British market and therefore to any brexit fallout, 
automotive exports (+7.6%) and sales of food and drink (+4.2%) did perform fairly well in 2019.  
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In 2019, extra-EU exports from Flanders (-0.82%) recorded a slightly below-average decrease, when 

compared with the 1.47% value decrease of intra-EU dispatches. They also compared somewhat more 

favourably to the average 1.29% contraction of annual exports worldwide in 2019.   

In 2019, Flanders achieved its very best export results on the American continent, a 9.13% climb in value.  
The North-American subcontinent experienced a 12.1% increase, driven by bumper sales to the United 
States, where exports soared by as much as 12.9%, due to not just pharmaceuticals, but to machinery 
and cars as well. 
Results in Canada were equally bright as Flemish exports there surged by 7.1%, an increase led by 
pharmaceuticals, fuels and cars. 
Central–American markets (+7.9%) appeared pretty buoyant too, led by Mexico, which accounted for the 
bulk of the region’s value increase (+15.6%; fuels and steel products in particular).   
 
Exports from Flanders to non-EU European countries (Greater Europe) amounted to EUR 16.5 billion, up  

EUR 372 million (+2.3%) on 2018. Among the markets recording substantial increases were Switzerland 

(+12%, dominated by gold and diesel oils), along with Russia (+15.7%; principally medicines and turbines) 

and to a lesser degree, Norway (+3.%, hybrid cars mainly). 
 

More of the 2019 exports appeared to have been destined to Northern Africa (+5.2%), supported mainly 

by Egypt, performing particularly well (+11.3%) and Morocco (+3.7%), albeit to a lesser extent. 

 
Up until now, we have focused on those (sub)continents with markets reporting positive signals on the 
exports front Yet, in a number of other destinations, Flanders did not exactly “deliver the goods”. 
 

Across Asia, Flemish exports worsened slightly (-3.9% on 2018). Most notably, sales to India declined 

markedly (-16.3%, with a 20% drop in the value of diamond exports). 
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Exports to China, our 10th export partner, slid by another 2.2%, whereas Japan took in an extra 14.2% 

value of our exports — primarily of pharmaceuticals (+33%). Japan thus featured prominently in the top 

20 partner countries of Flanders, displaying one of the strongest annual export growth rates.  

 
Generally speaking, exports from Flanders to some major ASEAN countries also experienced a hike in 
value, notably so to Malaysia (+11.7%) and to a number of other growth markets like Indonesia (+13.5%) 
and the Philippines (+13.7%). Trade with Singapore, another international trade hub, also shot up by 
13%, the bulk of the rise accounted for by petroleum products, precious stones and pharmaceutical 
products. 
 

2019 exports to Middle Eastern markets (-5.5%) performed more poorly still than the overall change to 

Asia as a whole (-3.9%). Exports to the United Arab Emirates (+18.7%) were dealt a serious blow; due 

principally to diamond exports tumbling by a full 30%.  

As a result, the Emirates dropped 4 positions to 20th place on the 2019 ranking of Flemish trade partner 

countries’ list.   
 

Posting a 4.7% decline, Flemish exports to Africa overall were down in 2019, with export markets in Sub-
Saharan Africa hit particularly hard. (-8.3%).  
Togo accounted for over half of the value decrease in exports to Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).  
Following a hefty 25.5 % hike in sales in 2018, exports to Togo fell 31.6% in 2019. 
Export sales to Nigeria — our number one market on the African continent —recorded a 10.2% drop in 
2019, due solely to export losses in petroleum products. 
  
Following a one-off shipment of pesticides in 2018, export trade with South Africa declined by 3.7% in 
2019. Yet, it managed to hold on to its runner-up position as a Sub-Saharan African market as the 
export loss sustained in Togo (-31.6%) proved too substantial for it to rise to second place as a SSA 
market in 2019. 

As an export destination, Africa currently accounts for 3.8% of total Flemish exports, which is hardly 
more than the combined share held by Turkey, Switzerland and Japan for instance. 

Throughout 2019, South American markets (-3.3%) overall gave a poor showing, with sales to Brazil 
down 7.1%, our first Latin American market and 21st globally. When counting in Mexico (+15.6), Argentina 
slipped to 5th position among our Latin-American markets in 2019, as exports there plummeted by 27.4%. 
Chile (+4.3%) moved up two notches and became third, followed by Colombia (+16.1%). 
 
Finally, Flemish exports to Oceania, down 36.4%, declined heavily in 2019 even though Australia 

experienced an export value decrease of just 4.6%, while in New-Zealand sales even rose by 5.7%. It 

should be pointed out however that the overall 36.4% to Oceania was decidedly distorted by the fact 

that in the course of 2018 there had been a one-off sale of a tanker vessel to the Marshall Islands.  

 
 



     6 

 



     7 

2019 FLEMISH EXPORTS: COMMODITY ANALYSIS 

In 2019, combined annual exports of chemicals and pharmaceuticals experienced a EUR 934 million 
decrease, down 1.2% down on 2018. 
With global exports totalling EUR 74.5 billion, the twin sectors continued as Flanders’ top-ranking export 
commodity group in 2019, with a 22.9% share of total Flemish exports in goods. 
 
Pharmaceuticals exports, though, showed a 12% progress in 2019 exports.  
Chemicals, however, bore the brunt of the combined value loss of exports, specifically of lactams,  the 
product we mentioned earlier when discussing fallen exports  to Germany. 
 
With EUR 44 billion worth of annual exports, motor vehicles, transportation equipment and parts came 
second, accounting for a 13.5% share of total Flemish exports, following a sound 6.7% rise in 2019. 
Machines, mechanical appliances and electronic equipment managed to ramp up its annual exports by a 

fair 3.6% in 2019 and thus took an 11.1% proportion of total annual exports.  

By far the largest decline by value in 2019 was experienced by the mineral products commodity group, 

which saw annual foreign sales fell by as much as EUR 3.2 billion, down 9.4% year-on-year in value terms.  

The bulk of this commodity group consisted of mineral fuels — most notably petroleum products and 

natural gas — which, all by itself — posted a EUR 3 billion decline in export value, down 9.6%. 

Changes in the value of fuels exports typically involve both shifts in volumes and oil price fluctuations on 

the global market. On that count, 2019 was no different, with dropping oil prices being the main 

contributor to the decline. 
  
2019 exports of plastics fell by EUR 1.3 billion, down 4.,5% on 2018. Ranked by value, plastics became fifth on 

our major export commodities’ list, taking a 8.1% share in total merchandise exports in 2019. 
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2019 FLEMISH IMPORTS: REGIONAL and COMMODITY ANALYSIS 

2019 Flemish merchandise imports did rather worse than the previous year, as they dropped to EUR 312.6 
billion, a 2.34% decrease with respect to 2018. 
 
In spite of a 3.30% contraction in imports — of mineral fuels and petroleum products mainly —the 
Netherlands remained our main partner for goods imports in 2019. Our neighbours to the north accounted 
for 18.53% of worldwide imports into Flanders. 
Imports from Germany were slightly up by 1.84%. Our number-two supplier country took a 11.61% share of 
total imports.  
Due to a sudden hike in 2019 imports of high-value electric passenger cars from the US  
(+ EUR 2.2 billion), imports climbed quite substantially (+11.10%), earning the US a 8.15% share in total 
imports. Consequently, the US pushed France (-0.6%; 8.10% share) from its long-held third place on the 
suppliers’ list in 2019. 
  
Downward price fluctuations of energy commodities across 2019 — to an average of -17.3% — did affect the 
2019 value of imports from the Netherlands (-3.30%), Russia (-18.29%), the United Kingdom (-5,87%) and 
Norway (-40,25%). 
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Despite posting a 12.61% decline in import value, the mineral products section – with fuels as its key 
products – features as the second-most important import commodity in 2019, totalling a 15.25 % share of all 
commodity imports by Flanders. 
 
After a 4.05% decrease in import value in 2019 — the twin chemicals and pharmaceuticals branch did 
however stood firm as top-ranking import commodities, with a 19.90% proportion of total imports.  

Transport equipment saw the value of its imports increased by 5.86% in 2019, snatching up a 13.65% overall 
import share in the process. Machinery  and electronic equipment also recorded a fair degree of import 
value growth (+8.83%), whereas some other major import categories did face a decline in imports, as was 
the case for metals (-10.69%), plastics (-4.05%) and diamond & precious metals (-9.40%). 
 

 
 

    FLEMISH TOTAL TRADE 
 
- The Netherlands continued to be Flanders’ main merchandise trading partner in 2019, which was largely 

due to robust import trade in mineral fuels and oil refinery products with the northern neigbours. 

Flanders did indeed import from the Netherlands about half (51.8%) of its worldwide purchases of those 

energy commodities. 

- Seven out of the Flemish region’s top ten trading partners are EU member countries. Of all non-EU 

partner countries, only the United States, China and Japan claimed a top-ten spot.  
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FLEMISH TRADE IN GOODS BALANCE: surpluses and deficits 

 
Imports to Flanders of mineral fuels dwindled to EUR 44.2 billion, down all but 13% on 2018.  
 
As ever, imported fuels had a great bearing on balance of trade in goods with the Netherlands, our 
prime imports supplier.  
The following example gives a clear indication of the degree of impact fuel imports exert on the 
balance of trade with the Netherlands: supposing — for the sake of argument — that trade in fuels is 
altogether left out of the bilteral trade equation with the Netherlands. In that case, the 2019 balance of 
trade with the Netherlands would still have tipped in favour of our northern neighbours, but that 
surplus would have totalled a mere EUR 1,55 billion instead of the current EUR 16.48 billion with fuels 
trade taken into account.  
 
Yet, the impact of imported fuels stretches beyond the balance of trade with just the Netherlands or 
with other major energy suppliers. It also affects the global trade performance of Flanders. Putting 
aside mineral fuels, oil and refinery products when calculating the annual value of imports and exports 
in 2019, Flanders would have posted an even more substantial trade surplus of EUR 27.45 billion, instead 
of the 12.4 billion surplus with fuels counted in. 
 
It is striking also that 7 out of ten of the largest trade surpluses are recorded with another member of 
the European Union, while with deficits it is the other way round, with just 2 out of ten of the widest 
deficits featuring EU member states. 
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Source : National Accounts Institute (Belgian National Bank), data processed by FIT 

 


