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Flanders foreign trade in 2017: summary
· Merchandise exports by Flemish companies amounted to over EUR 317 billion in 2017, which was a 5% increase compared with 2016.
· Throughout 2017, quarterly trade figures had consistently indicated that Flemish annual exports would end up reaching a new high.
· At 5%, the value increase of 2017 exports by Flanders was significantly higher than the growth rate in 2016 (+1.33%). 2017 marked the 8th consecutive year of export trade growth and was the third largest such rise since the global economic crisis of 2008 – 2009.
· Overall, the 5% value gain in 2017 exports may seem a pretty robust increase, but less impressive when compared with the all-EU export performance. According to recent trade figures issued by Eurostat,  average growth of EU exports as a whole amounted to 7.53% in 2017, an increase led in particular by the Netherlands (+11.8%) and Poland (+11.7%) and Spain (+8.27%)
Provisional data on global merchandise trade from the World Trade Organisation even estimate annual export trade growth in 2017 at a hefty 10%, double the percentage rise in annual foreign sales from Flanders. 
· Flanders accounted for 83.22% of the total value of annual exports from Belgium, with the Walloon region taking a 14.24% share and the proportion held by Brussels standing at 2.55%.

· About 70% of all 2017 exports from Flanders was destined for markets within the European Union. 
EU-bound deliveries rose by 4.7% compared with 2016. The bulk of Flanders exports was dispatched to neighbouring markets, with more than half of its exports —51,64% — going to Germany, the Netherlands, France, the United Kingdom and Luxembourg.

· Germany remained the largest export partner in 2017, cornering a 16.79% share of total exports, which represented a 4.5% increase on 2016. As an export market, France dropped to third place from second, following a mere 0.38% increase in year-on-year exports in 2017.
· The Netherlands overtook France as runner-up among top Flemish export markets: 2017 exports to the Netherlands went up 13.72%. The country thus experienced the largest annual increase of export value of all Flemish markets.
· Of all its major EU trade partners, Flanders intra-community exports declined in just 2 markets: sales to Italy dropped by a mere 1.2% and export trade with the United Kingdom also fell slightly (-0.4%). 
It seems that so far the main impact on trade with Britain, following the Brexit vote back in June of 2016 seems to be the relative currency volatility of the pound. Looking at the 2017 trade figures with the UK, however, the drop in the value of the pound does not seem to have resulted in a major downturn of Flemish exports (-0.4%).

· As with exports, total merchandise imports into Flanders also reached a new high in 2017, when imports of foreign goods amounted to EUR 299 billion, which was a 3.12% increase compared with the 2016 value.
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· Non-EU exports from Flanders recorded slightly above-average growth in 2017 (+5.6% against +4.99%).  

· Exports from Flanders to non-EU European countries (Greater Europe) amounted to 17,45 billion euro, a  EUR 2.6 billion increase (+17.6%) on 2016. Among the markets recording considerable value increases were Switzerland (+22.2%), Turkey (+18.9%) and Russia (+11%).
· Across Asia, export results also improved slightly (+3.7% on 2016), most notably in China, our second Asian market (+15.6%,), as well as in South Korea (+7%), Thailand (+14.5%), Taiwan (+12.51%), Vietnam (+22.6%), Pakistan (+25.75%) and the Philippines (+18.3%). In a number of other Asian countries, however, notable export declines appeared, as was the case in India (-1.59%;), our 8th worldwide and highest-ranking Asian market, Japan (-8.69% and 19th worldwide customer to Flanders), Hongkong (-2.53%) and Singapore 
(-14.26%).  
· 2017 exports to Middle Eastern markets rose 4.6%, slightly below average, yet with performances particularly glowing in the United Arab Emirates (+4.1%), Saudi Arabia (+4.8%), Iran (+22.2%) and Qatar (+23%).	 
· At 13%, export growth to Africa proved decidedly solid in 2017. Sub-Saharan Africa trended upwards even more strongly (+15.6%), with 2017 export sales to Nigeria even recording a 32.6% hike.   
· Finally, Flemish exports down under grew by 4.2%: both Australia and New-Zealand experienced export value increases of 3.47% and 12.7% respectively.
· Only on the American continent did Flemish exports contract in 2017, a 4.56% decline, mainly due to the poor showing of sales to the United States, where exports took a beating and plummeted by as much as 13.9%, a value decrease of EUR 2.46 billion compared with 2016.
Commodities particularly affected by the drop in exports to the US were organic chemicals, down 
EUR 1.5 billion (-44%) and pharmaceuticals, down over EUR 1 billion (-21.7%).
Conversely, Canada posted far better figures in 2017, as Flemish exports there surged by 23.2%, an increase led by chemicals and pharmaceutical products.
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	Continent
	2016  
	2017 
	% change 
2016 - 2017 
	% share 2016
	% share 2017 

	 
	x EUR billion 
	%
	%
	%

	intra-EU28
	212.24
	222.25
	+4.72%
	70.28%
	70.09%

	extra-EU28
	89.76
	94.82
	+5.64%
	29.72%
	29.91%

	 
	 
	 
	  
	 
	 

	Europe
	227.07
	239.69
	+5.56%
	75.19%
	75.60%

	European Union (EU28)
	212.24
	222.25
	+4.72%
	70.28%
	70.09%

	Greater Europe 
(Europe non-EU28)
	14.83
	17.45
	+17.61%
	4.91%
	5.50%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Asia
	35.69
	37.02
	+3.72%
	11.82%
	11.67%

	Asia (Central, Eastern, South-Eastern, Southern
	26.50
	27.41
	+3.43%

	8.78%
	8.65%

	Middle East
	9.18
	9.60
	+4.57%
	3.04%
	3.03%

	 
	
	
	 
	 
	 

	America
	24.89
	23.75
	-4.56%
	8.24%
	7.49%

	Northern America
	19.52
	17.47
	-10.47%
	6.46%
	5.51%

	Central America
	1.61
	1.55
	-3.28%
	0.53%
	0.49%

	South America
	3.76
	4.73
	+25.58%
	1.25%
	1.49%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Africa
	10.59
	11.97
	+12.99%
	3.51%
	3.77%

	Northern Africa
	3.17
	3.39
	+6.82%
	1.05%
	1.07%

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	7.42
	8.58
	+15.62%
	2.46%
	2.71%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Oceania
	1.78
	1.85
	+4.24%
	0.59%
	0.58%

	Australia and New-Zealand
	1.73
	1.81
	+4.47%
	0.57%
	0.57%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Special & miscellaneaous trade flows
	1.98
	2.79
	+40.80%
	0.66%
	0.88%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	WORLD
	302
	317
	+4.99%
	100%
	100%



· 2017 brought no major shifts in the order of the top 10 export commodities, ranked by value.

· In 2017, combined annual exports of chemicals and pharmaceuticals experienced the largest decrease of all traded lines compared with 2016 — down a sizeable EUR 2.9 billion (-4.08%).
With exports totalling EUR 68.6 billion, the twin sectors ranked first as an export commodity group in 2017, holding a 21.6% proportion of total Flemish exports.
· With EUR 41.4 billion worth of annual exports, the motor vehicles / transport materials  branch took second place accounting for a 13.1% share of total Flemish exports, following a sound 7.4% rise in 2017.
· Fired up throughout 2017 by increased export volumes and petroleum price hikes alike, mineral products posted the highest export growth figures of the year, with annual sales skyrocketing by EUR 6.3 billion, up 27.6% year-on-year.
Accounting for no less than 94% of the mineral products commodity group, mineral fuels — Flanders’ second most important export commodity in 2017 — recorded a value increase of just under EUR 6 billion (+28.3%), following 3 consecutive years of declining export values in 2014 (-9.9%), 2015 (-28.3%) and 
2016 (-14.2%).
· With exports totalling EUR 27.23 billion and up 8.9% on 2016, plastics, our fifth export commodity by value, also ranked among the high-growth industries in 2017.
· Machines, mechanical appliances and electronic equipment, our third most important export line with a 10.9% proportion of total annual exports, also enjoyed robust export growth in 2017 (+4.2%). 
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· Flemish 2017 merchandise imports were worth EUR 299 billion, up 3.1% or equivalent to a EUR 9.06 billion value increase compared to 2016.
· in 2017, the Holland - mineral fuels country and commodity combination once again proved instrumental in the risen value of Flanders worldwide imports. The Netherlands single-handedly accounted for over half of the total value increase of imports and thus confirmed its role as prime import provider (+9.71%) of 17.92% of overall Flemish imports in 2017.
2017 Imports from Germany, runner-up as a supplier to Flanders, were down 6.08% (11.78% share of total imports), with France traditionally trailing third, up 5.05% on 2016 and taking a 8.17% share of total imports.

· in 2017, the mineral products commodity group experienced the second largest increase in import value (EUR +45.2 billion or up 24.13%, with fuels featuring as star commodity. Ranked second among all import supplies, mineral products took up about 15% of all Flemish imports. 
Despite a 2.66% drop in their combined import value, chemicals and pharmaceuticals firmly held on to their top spot as import commodities, accounting for 19.72% of total trade in goods imports in 2017.
· Transport equipment saw the value of its imports decrease by 11.64%, leading it to snatch up a 13.1% share in total imports (but for cars, other road vehicles and automotive components, imports only slid by 6.83%). 
Some of the other key branches did, however, record some import value growth, as was the case for machinery (+5.57%), base metals (+17.06%) and plastics (+12.6%).
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· The value of Flemish total trade in goods with a particular country (exports and imports combined), gives an idea of the main trading partners to Flanders. 

· The Netherlands continued to be Flanders’ main merchandise trading partner in 2017, 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 (48.95%) of its worldwide purchases of those energy commodities.
· Eight out of the Flemish region’s top ten trading partners are EU countries. Of all non-EU trading partners, only the United States and China claimed a top-ten spot. 


FLEMISH BALANCE OF TRADE : surpluses and deficits 
2017 saw he import value of mineral fuels by Flanders rise to EUR 41 billion, a 23.5% increase on 2016. 
Imported fuels had a great bearing on the terms of trade with the Netherlands, our prime supplier country. 
The following example gives a clear indication of the level of impact fuel imports exert on the balance of trade with the Netherlands: just imagine — for the sake of argument — that the fuel trade is altogether left out of the bilteral trade equation with the Netherlands. In that case, the 2017 balance of trade with our northern neighbours would still have tipped the 2017 trade balance in favour of the Netherlands, but that surplus would have totalled a mere EUR 1,8 billion instead of EUR 13.8 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 2017, Flanders would have posted an even more substantial trade surplus of EUR 31.6, billion instead of the 17.7 billion surplus with fuels counted in.





Traditionally, Flanders has generated its major trade surpluses with its key international markets within the EU28 and has consistently done so with a varied array of export commodities. Germany (EUR 18.0 billion surplus), France (EUR 14.8 billion surplus), the United Kingdom (EUR 12.6 billion) and Italy (EUR 7.2 billion) are cases in point of such recurrent structural trade surpluses in 2017.  
India also crops up in the league table of trade surpluses as the highest-ranking non-EU market to Flanders, which in 2017 recorded a EUR 3.1 billion trade-in-goods surplus, driven primarily by diamonds), with Switzerland following further down the list (EUR 2.6 billion surplus) and Nigeria, where Flemish trade in goods also showed a EUR 2.2 billion surplus in 2017.  



The most sizeable trade deficit has invariably been with the Netherlands, posting a EUR 13.8 billion deficit, brought on in particular by mineral fuels as pointed out before), but trade gaps also appeared with 
Ireland (EUR 10.4 miljard deficit, generated by chemicals / pharmaceuticals), the United States (EUR 7.2 billion deficit), with China (EUR 5.8 billion deficit), Japan (EUR 5.5 billion deficit), Russia (EUR 4.9 billion deficit) and Singapore; Flemish imports from the latter country outstripped exports to it by EUR 3 billion. 

BRON: Instituut voor de Nationale Rekeningen (NBB), verwerking Cel Kennisopbouw FIT
N.B.: These figures, compiled according to the community concept, are provisional and therefore subject to change. Compilation according to the national concept is based on the transfer of ownership between resident and non-resident trade partners, whereas community concept compilation is based on export commodities crossing the country border (and therefore may include significant re-exports or imports for re-export). Intra-community trade aggregates include exports to and imports from the 27 other EU member states.
2017: top 10 Flemish trading partners
(imports and exports combined / x EUR billion)

2017	
(10) Sweden	(9) Ireland	(8) Spain	(7) China	(6) Italy	(5) United States	(4) United Kingdom	(3) France	(2) Germany	(1) The Netherlands	12.78341882628	13.80737563828	15.43750393084	20.530579655739999	23.913629588830002	37.78130081194	43.112985706869999	63.741567312739996	88.477687085370007	93.422479876840001	


2017: top 10 trade surpluses by country
(x EUR billion)

2017	

Austria	Nigeria	Switzerland	Luxembourg	Poland	India	Italy	Verenigd Koninkrijk	France	Germany	1.6653202460799996	2.2319407309599999	2.5926527064700005	2.6569949840099998	2.9180101499999997	3.11882198125	7.1656005784700003	12.63776938701	14.830490880279999	17.968956990189998	


2017: top 10 trade surpluses by product
(x EUR billion)

2017	
Optical 	&	 precision instruments 	Cereal preparations and bakery products	Footwear	Meat	Road transport vehicles	Precious stones 	&	 metals 	Iron 	&	 steel	Pharmaceuticals 	Plastics	1.4083493957200004	1.5252685609599999	1.7141328739800001	1.99910266328	2.1438273119100035	2.1802076885400004	2.7880497202500001	5.9125801684000008	8.4189267368300005	


2017: top 10 trade deficits by country 
(x EUR billion)

2017	

the Netherlands	Ireland	United States	China	Japan	Russia	Singapore	Norway	Mexico	Vietnam	-13.844266731200003	-10.385759996619999	-7.2239523155400009	-5.8319313264999995	-5.47552858302	-4.9274976421999996	-2.9889605930000003	-2.8951595394299998	-2.37655882964	-1.5586966879199999	


2017: top 10 trade deficits by product
(x EUR billion)

2017	

Mineral fuels  	Ores 	&	 mineral commodities	Electronic equipment 	Cereals	Organic chemicals	Oil seeds 	&	 oleaginous fruits	Furniture 	&	 lighting appliances	Fruits	Fish 	&	 crustaceans	Machinery 	&	 mechanical equipment	-13.84677542275	-2.1149261242200001	-1.8184327586400006	-1.2108870864400001	-1.1361181598000005	-0.96574580933000009	-0.65651761121000018	-0.60433024133000013	-0.55640304628000004	-0.52704017886000132	


2017: top 10 highest value growth exports by country 
(rank as an export market ; EUR million value increase;  % change year-on-year)

2017	+9,02%
+32,02%
+8,30%
+10,84%
+18,90%
+40,44%
+15,56%
+22,24%
+4,48%
+13,72%

(11) Sweden	(22) Nigeria	(7) Spain	(10) Poland	(13) Turkey	(18) Brazil	(9) China	(12) Switzerland	(1) Germany	(2) the Netherlands	485.52866796000023	580.95951032999972	622.84544283000002	643.33114752999973	775.73537899000007	857.57967596000015	989.5877426899998	1047.3998861700009	2283.415895460002	4799.7222812900018	


2017: top 10 Flemish supplier countries 
(rank as a supplier country; x EUR billion; % change year-on-year)

2017	-1,87%
+4,88%
+22,78%
-5,59%
+2,85%
+6,92%
-7,20%
+5,05%
-6,08%
+9,71%


(10) Italy	(9) Japan	(8) Russia	(7) Ireland	(6) China	(5) United Kingdom	(4) United States	(3) France	(2) Germany	(1) the Netherlands	8.3740145051799999	8.4375404935800002	8.454103193369999	12.09656781745	13.18125549112	15.23760815993	22.502626563740002	24.45553821623	35.254365047589999	53.633373304020004	
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2017 exports from Flanders by branch of industry
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