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OVERVIEW

Looking at recent trends in the world economy from the perspective of the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the good news is that in 2004 growth
in the developing countries was rapid and more broad-based than it had been
for many years. Strong per capita income growth continued in China and
India, the two countries with the largest number of people living in absolute
poverty. Latin America has seen a rebound from its deep economic crisis, and
a return to faster growth, fuelled by export expansion. Africa again reached a
growth rate of more than 4.5 per cent in 2004. Moreover, relatively strong
growth in many African countries is envisaged in the short-term, owing to
continuing strong demand for a number of their primary commodities. The
bad news is that even growth rates of close to 5 per cent in sub-Saharan
Africa are insufficient to attain the MDGs, and that the outlook for 2005,
overshadowed by increasing global imbalances, is for slower growth in the
developed countries with attendant effects on the developing countries.

Since the beginning of the new millennium, the performance of the world
economy has been shaped by the increasingly important role of China and
India. Rapid growth in these two large economies has spilled over to many
other developing countries and has established East and South Asia as a new
growth pole in the world economy. Their ascent has been accompanied by
new features of global interdependence, such as a brighter outlook for ex-
porters of primary commodities, rising trade among developing countries,
increasing exports of capital from the developing to the developed countries,
but also intensified competition on the global markets for certain types of
manufactures.
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Global prospects and imbalances

The slowdown in global output growth in 2005 is mainly due to a deceleration in the major
developed economies and some emerging economies in Latin America and East Asia. The temporary
weakness in the United States economy has not been compensated by stronger growth performance in
the euro area and in Japan. Both continue to lack the dynamism needed to redress domestic imbalances
and to contribute to an adjustment of the global trade imbalance. Indeed, beginning in the second half
of 2004, output growth in the euro area and Japan has slowed down markedly, causing forecasts for
2005 to be revised downwards. While greatly benefiting from the global expansion over the past three
years, and especially the Asian boom, neither the euro area nor Japan has managed to revive domestic
demand.

Another reason for concern about global economic prospects is the increase in oil prices, which
have doubled since mid-2002, to reach $58 per barrel in July 2005, despite flexible supply adjust-
ments on the part of oil producers. However, the much feared shock of surging oil prices on economic
activity and inflation in developed countries, an impact of the kind witnessed in the 1970s, has so far
not occurred, for two reasons. First, developed countries have become less oil dependent, as energy is
being used more efficiently. At the same time, the share of services in their GDP has gained in impor-
tance at the expense of industry, where more energy is used per unit of output. Second, the recent oil
price increase was not the result of a big supply shock, but of a gradual increase in demand. Under
these conditions, the wage and monetary policy responses in the developed countries have been meas-
ured, and have not jeopardized price stability or output growth.

The recent surge in oil prices has a stronger impact on oil-importing developing economies,
especially in countries where industrialization has led to greater dependence on oil imports. In Brazil,
for example, the oil intensity of domestic production is 40 per cent higher than the OECD average; in
China and Thailand it is more than twice as high, and in India almost three times as high as in the
OECD countries. Therefore, it is primarily in developing countries where inflationary pressures
resulting from further rising oil prices imply risks for the sustainability of the growth process. Even
though inflation has so far been modest, monetary policy has already been tightened in some coun-
tries.

On the other side, not only oil exporters but also many developing countries exporting non-oil
primary commodities benefited from increased demand and rising prices for their exports. Since 2002,
strong demand from East and South Asia, in particular China and India, has been the main factor
behind the hike in commodity prices. In the markets for some primary commodities, emerging supply
constraints have also contributed to the strong price reaction. Asian demand for primary commodities,
particularly for oil and minerals such as copper, iron ore and nickel, as well as for natural rubber and
soybeans, is likely to remain strong, boosting the earnings of the exporters of these products. But
further developments on the markets for primary commodities will also critically depend on how
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much additional supply capacity will be created by recent new investments, how fast this capacity will
go on-stream, and how commodity demand from developed countries will be affected by the need to
correct the existing trade imbalances.

Despite the increasing importance of the fast growing developing countries for international com-
modity markets, developed countries, which still account for two thirds of global non-fuel commodity
imports, will continue to play an important role. It is unlikely that the growing imports of primary
commodities by China and India alone will bring about a permanent reversal of the declining trend in
real commodity prices. Indeed, in real terms, commodity prices are still more than one third below
their 1960-1985 average. Moreover, the sharp fluctuations in commodity prices constrain the ability
of many developing countries to attain a path of stable and sustained growth and employment creation
that could benefit all segments of their population and allow them to reach the MDGs.

The large global current-account imbalances represent the greatest short-term risk for stable growth
in the world economy. The United States trade deficit has continued to grow despite the depreciation
of the dollar: it has lost 18 per cent of its value on a trade-weighted basis since February 2002. And the
United States current-account deficit accounts for two thirds of the combined global surpluses. The
deficit has increased in recent years vis-a-vis virtually all its trading partners; the increase has been
the most pronounced in trade with Western Europe and China. On the other hand, China’s trade is in
surplus not only with the United States but also with many other developed countries. However, despite
these surpluses, China’s imports from these countries have also increased rapidly, as have its imports from
neighbouring countries and other developing countries.

A well coordinated international macroeconomic approach would considerably enhance the chances
of the poorer countries to consolidate the recent improvements in their growth performance. Such an
approach would also have to involve the major developing countries and aim at avoiding deflationary
adjustments to the global imbalances.

East and South Asia as a new growth pole

Asia has been a region of economic dynamism over the past four decades, with different econo-
mies in the region successively experiencing rapid growth. The large size of the countries that entered
this process most recently, China and India, has established the East and South Asian region as a new
growth pole in the world economy. Due to the high dependence of these large Asian economies on
imports of primary commodities for industrial output growth, in particular fuels and industrial raw
materials, and the resulting linkages with other developing countries, variations in their growth per-
formance will have strong repercussions on the terms of trade and export earnings of other developing
countries. This inevitably raises the question of the sustainability of the pace of growth of these two
economic powers in the medium and long term.

In terms of per capita GDP, both China and India still have a long way to go to approach the
levels of the leading economies. Their potential for catching up is enormous. To realize this potential,
it will be crucial for both countries to achieve further productivity gains in manufacturing activities
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and ensure that all segments of their population participate in income growth. Broad-based income
growth is essential for accelerating the eradication of poverty and gaining widespread social accept-
ance of the required structural changes; but wage increases throughout the economy in line with rising
productivity are also a central pillar for the expansion of domestic consumption and, thus, the
sustainability and stability of output growth. Fixed capital formation depends on favourable demand
expectations in general, and not just on exports, which are subject to the vagaries of the world market
and to changes in international competitiveness.

Shifting trade patterns in China and India

Sustained rapid growth and rising living standards in China and India have been accompanied by
a dramatic increase in Asia’s shares of world exports and raw material consumption. Given the large
size of the Chinese and Indian economies and their specific patterns of demand, changes in their
structure of supply and demand have a much larger impact on the composition of world trade than did
those of other late industrializers in Asia during their economic ascent. The impact of China’s growth
on international product markets and global trade flows is already apparent. India’s merchandise trade
structure may follow a sequence of changes similar to that of China, with a lag of one or two decades,
if industrialization in India gains the same importance in its further economic ascent as it did in the
other fast growing Asian economies.

Metal use in China — and to a lesser extent in India — has strongly increased over the past few
decades, particularly since the mid-1990s. In China, growth in the use of aluminium, copper, nickel
and steel now exceeds that of GDP. Part of this recent increase coincides with very high rates of
investment, especially in infrastructure. However, this recent rapid rise in China’s intensity of metal
use, and the concomitant increase in its imports of minerals and mining products, may well slow down
once investment growth, especially in construction and infrastructure, decelerates. By contrast, India’s
intensity of metal use has remained fairly stable over the past four decades, reflecting the country’s
slower pace of industrialization and the relatively small share of investment in infrastructure in its
GDP.

China’s energy use has steadily increased since the 1960s, but at a slower rate than its GDP. Its
future energy use will depend on how opposing trends play out: on the one hand, continued rapid
industrialization, higher living standards and improved transport infrastructure will tend to further
increase energy use; on the other hand, there remains considerable potential for the adoption of energy-
saving technologies. In either case, China’s energy demand is likely to continue to outpace the future
growth of domestic supply.

Agricultural imports will be determined by a number of factors. To the extent that imports of raw
materials for industrial use are needed as production inputs for the expanding domestic market, import
demand will grow further. This is likely to be the case for rubber and wood. On the other hand, imports
of cotton, which to a large extent have depended on the production of textiles and clothing for export,



can be expected to slow down as the composition of exports shifts to more technology-intensive
products.

A continuous increase in average living standards and further progress in poverty reduction in
China will also lead to higher demand for food and to a change in its dietary composition. So far,
China has remained largely self-sufficient in all major food items. But with increasing consumption it
is likely to become more dependent on food imports in the future, notwithstanding possible productivity
and output growth in its domestic agricultural sector as a result of recent agricultural policy reforms.
Given the size of its economy, even small changes in self-sufficiency ratios can have a considerable
impact on China’s agricultural imports.

Since the mid-1980s China has substantially upgraded its export basket, in which labour- and
resource-intensive manufactures and, increasingly, electronics, have become dominant. China’s ex-
ports still have a relatively high import content, but there are indications of a rise in the share of
domestic value added in China’s processing trade, particularly in the electronics sector. India has not
experienced the kind of manufacturing export boom that has characterized the other rapidly growing
economies in Asia. It has become a leading exporter of software and IT-enabled services, particularly
to the United States, but it is highly uncertain whether their share in India’s export earnings can rise
much further. Over the next few years, the absolute value of these services’ exports may continue to
grow, but export dynamism in manufacturing is likely to become stronger.

The growth dynamics in China and other Asian economies have positive effects for many devel-
oped and developing countries. This is true for those countries that benefit directly from the surge in
import demand from the fast growing Asian economies. It is also true for those that benefit indirectly
through the positive growth effects in the economies of their main trading partners. Still others have
achieved higher export and income growth as a result of the rise in commodity prices, even though
their exports to the fast growing Asian economies are relatively small. But it also has to be recognized
that China’s increasing participation in international trade poses new challenges for many countries.
Its weight in international markets due to the very large size of its economy may contribute to a fall in
the export prices of manufactures that it produces and exports along with other developing countries,
such as clothing, footwear and certain types of information and communication technology products.
The rise of China’s clothing exports, in particular, occurred at a time when several developing coun-
tries had adopted more outward-oriented development strategies, and many had developed production
and export activities in the clothing sector partly in response to the quota regulations under the Multi-
Fibre Arrangement.

There is little doubt that the pace of development in the populous Asian economies, and espe-
cially in China, requires accelerated structural change in many other countries — developing and
developed alike. In some sectors, such as the clothing industry and, more generally, in activities at the
low-skill end of the economy, the adjustment pressure is stronger than in others where there is less
competition from low-wage producers with relatively high productivity. There are widespread fears in
many countries that the pace of structural change could result in higher unemployment and lower
output. Paradoxically, among the developed countries, those with large deficits in their trade balance,
such as Australia, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States, have performed much better in
terms of domestic growth and employment than countries that have been recording large trade sur-
pluses and greater competitiveness, such as Germany and Japan. Challenging the commitment of all
countries to develop a global partnership for development and responding to the integration of large
and poor countries by giving in to protectionist pressures would be counterproductive: most of the
earnings of developing countries from their exports to the developed countries are translated into
higher import demand for advanced industrial products, and thus flow back, directly or indirectly, to
the latter.
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The growing importance of South-South trade

Trade among developing countries has sometimes been promoted as an alternative to the tradi-
tional trade pattern where developing-country trade relies mainly on primary commodity exports to
developed countries in exchange for imports of manufactures. The rapid rise in the importance of
South-South trade, particularly over the past two decades, reflects a number of factors. First, there has
been an upswing following the downturn of such trade during the 1980s. Second, the move towards
the adoption of more outward-oriented development strategies, along with trade reform and regional
trade agreements, in a wide range of developing countries has significantly improved access to their
markets, including for imports from other developing countries. But the most important reason for the
rapid growth of South-South trade is that output growth in some large developing economies, particu-
larly China, has been much faster than in the developed countries. Moreover, these countries’ buoyant
growth performance has been closely linked with increasing intraregional specialization and production-
sharing.

While increased South-South trade is a fact, recent developments in the developing countries as
a whole require a careful assessment of the statistical data. Indeed, such an assessment calls for a
number of qualifications to the prima facie impression that trade among developing countries has
grown massively over the past decade or so, and that exports of manufactures account for much of that
rise.

The growing role of developing countries in world trade flows appears to be the result, above all,
of the above-average growth performance of a few Asian economies, and the associated shifts in the
level and composition of their external trade. A substantial part of the statistical increase in South-
South trade in manufactures is due to double-counting associated with intraregional production-sharing
in East Asia for products eventually destined for export to developed countries. It is also due to double-
counting associated with the function of Hong Kong (China) and Singapore as transhipment ports or
regional hub ports. The important role of triangular trade in the measured rise of South-South trade in
manufactures implies that the bulk of such trade has not reduced the dependence of developing countries’
manufactured exports on aggregate demand in developed-country markets. As long as final demand
from developed countries — notably the United States, which is East Asia’s most important export
market — remains high for products for which production-sharing within East Asia plays an important
role, triangular trade and, thus, South-South trade, will remain strong. On the other hand, the economic
rebound in Latin America has improved the prospects for South-South trade in manufactures that is
not related to triangular trade.

The rise of South-South trade in primary commodities appears more modest in trade statistics.
However, it has involved a larger number of countries than the strong rise of South-South trade in
manufactures. It has allowed Africa, as well as Latin America and the Caribbean to recoup some of the
market shares in total South-South trade that they had lost in the 1980s. Indeed, the rise in South-
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South exports of primary commodities to the rapidly growing Asian developing countries is likely to
evolve into the most resilient feature of what has come to be called the “new geography of trade”.

The promotion of South-South trade remains a desirable objective for a variety of reasons. First,
sluggish growth in developed countries and their continued trade barriers against products of export
interest to developing countries implies that developing countries need to give greater attention to
each other’s markets to promote export growth in order to achieve their economic growth targets.
Second, the vast size of the rapidly growing Asian economies reduces the need for developing coun-
tries to seek developed-country markets in order to benefit from economies of scale. Third, continued
dependence on developed-country markets exposes developing countries to possible pressure that
links better access to those markets with binding commitments to rapid trade and financial liberaliza-
tion, protection of intellectual property and an open-door policy for FDI. More generally, it also en-
tails the risk of increasingly narrowing the policy space for developing countries.

Terms of trade revisited

The recent and ongoing changes in international trade, with respect to both product composition
and direction of trade, is affecting developing countries in different ways, depending on the product
composition of their exports and imports. On the export side, the impact differs according to the
shares of manufactures and primary commodities, and on the import side, it is especially the depend-
ence on fuels and industrial raw materials that determines the outcome for individual countries.

The same factors that improved the terms of trade of some groups of countries, especially the
higher prices of oil and minerals and mining products, led to a worsening of the terms of trade in
others. In some countries, particularly in Latin America, but also in Africa, the positive effect of price
movements on the purchasing power of exports was reinforced by an increase in export volumes;
whereas in others, gains from higher export unit values were compensated, or even over-compensated,
by higher import prices. Since 2002, economies with a high share of oil and minerals and mining
products in their total merchandise exports have gained the most from recent developments in interna-
tional product markets. The terms of trade of countries with a dominant share of oil exports increased by
almost 30 per cent between 2002 and 2004, and those of countries with a dominant share of minerals
and mining products in their exports increased by about 15 per cent. Terms-of-trade developments
have varied the most among economies where agricultural commodities have dominated total mer-
chandise exports. This reflects large differences in the movement of prices for specific products within
this category, differences in the shares of other primary commodities in their exports and the share of
oil in their merchandise imports.

Developing countries for which manufactures are the dominant category of exports, and which
are at the same time net importers of oil and minerals and metals have seen a deterioration in their
terms of trade in the past two or three years. The deterioration, due to the combined effects of rising
prices of imported primary commodities and stagnating or falling prices of their manufactured exports,
could well become a longer term feature in their external trade. There are two reasons for this: first,
there are indications that the prices for their manufactured exports are falling relative to the prices of
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the manufactures they are importing from the developed countries; second, prices for primary com-
modities are likely to remain strong as long as industrial growth remains vigorous in the large Asian
economies and the imbalances in the developed world can be settled without entering into a recession.

Indeed, the terms-of-trade losses of exporters of manufactures among the developing countries
are partly explained by the pace of the catch-up process in some of these countries, particularly in
China and India. This process has been driven by higher productivity in the export sectors, which has
given them a competitive edge and led to higher import demand. The variations in the global pattern
of demand and their impact on individual countries have resulted in a redistribution of income, not
only between developed and developing countries, but also, and to an increasing extent, between
different groups of developing countries. However, it is important to recognize that a change in the
distribution of real income does not necessarily imply absolute losses. As long as output growth is
strong enough, all countries can gain in terms of real income, with some gaining more than others,
depending on the structure of their exports and the international competitiveness of their producers: a
terms-of-trade deterioration can be compensated by rising export volume. The probability for this to
happen is much greater if exports consist of manufactures, for which the price elasticity of demand is
high, than if they consist of primary commodities.

The productivity gains in Asia have led not only to higher company profits, but also to higher
wages; they have also benefited consumers at home and abroad through lower prices. Higher export
earnings, despite lower export prices, have enabled Asian countries to pay higher prices for imported
inputs, which, in turn, has represented terms-of-trade gains for many primary commodity exporters.
Moreover, exports from Asia also benefit from rising demand in those developing countries that have
seen their export earnings rise thanks to growing Asian demand for their commodities.

Policies for managing the new forms
of global interdependence

Although continuing growth in East and South Asia and recovery in other regions of the developing
world are likely to sustain the demand for primary commodities, the basic problem of instability in
these prices and their long-term tendency to deteriorate in real terms vis-a-vis the prices of manufactures,
especially those exported by developed countries, remains unresolved. Therefore, it is imperative for
developing countries not to become complacent about industrialization and diversification. There is a
risk that the recent recovery of primary commodity markets could lead to a shift away from invest-
ment — both domestic and foreign — in the nascent manufacturing sectors of commodity-exporting coun-
tries in favour of extractive industries. While higher investment in that area may be beneficial in terms
of creating additional supply capacity and raising productivity, this should not be at the expense of
investment in manufacturing. Exporters of primary commodities that have recently benefited from
higher prices and, in some cases, from higher export volumes, have to continue their efforts towards
greater diversification within the primary commodity sector, as well as upgrading their manufacturing
and services sectors. The recent windfall gains from higher primary commodity earnings provide an
opportunity to step up investment in infrastructure and productive capacity — both essential for boosting
development.
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At the national level, this raises the question of the sharing of export revenues from extractive
industries, which has always been a central concern in development strategy. Higher global demand
and international prices for fuels and mining products have been attracting additional FDI to these
sectors in a number of developing countries, and this may increase the scope in these countries for
mobilizing additional resources for development. However, government revenues from taxes on profits
in these sectors have typically been very low, partly due to a policy since the beginning of the 1990s
of attracting FDI through the offer of fiscal incentives. Such a policy risks engaging potential host
countries in “a race to the bottom” which, clearly, should be avoided.

Additional sources of fiscal revenue from primary export-oriented activities may be royalties,
the conclusion of joint ventures or full public ownership of the operating firms. However, efforts to
obtain adequate fiscal revenue should not deprive the operators, private or public, of the financial
resources they need to increase their productivity and supply capacity, or their international competi-
tiveness. Recent upward trends in world market prices of fuels and minerals and mining products as a
result of growing demand from East and South Asia provide an opportunity to review the existing
fiscal and ownership regimes. Such a review — which is already under way in several countries — and
possible strategic policy adjustments could be more effective if oil and mineral exporting countries
would cooperate in the formulation of some generally agreed principles relating to the fiscal treatment
of foreign investors. Moreover, a higher share of the public sector or consumers in the rent generated
by extractive industries does not automatically enhance development and progress towards the MDGs;
it has to be accompanied by strategic use of the proceeds for investment that would enhance productive
capacity in other sectors, as well as in education, health and infrastructure.

At the international level, recent increases in the prices of some primary commodities and im-
provements in the terms of trade of a number of developing countries may not have changed the long-
term trend in real commodity prices or altered the problem of their volatility. Wide fluctuations in
primary commodity prices are not in the interest of either producers or consumers. This has also been
recognized by the IMF’s International Monetary and Financial Committee, which, at its April 2005
meeting, inter alia, underscored “the importance of stability in oil markets for global prosperity” and
encouraged “closer dialogue between oil exporters and importers”. Although primary commodities
other than oil may be less important for the developed countries, they are nevertheless equally, if not
more important for those developing countries that depend on exports of such commodities. And since
in many of the latter countries extreme poverty is a pressing problem, the issue of commodity price
stability is of crucial importance not only for the achievement of the MDGs but also for global pros-
perity in general. Consequently, in the spirit of a global partnership for development, the international
community might consider reviewing mechanisms at the global or regional level that could serve to
reduce the instability of prices of a wider range of commodities, not just oil, to mitigate its impact on
the national incomes of exporting countries.

In the short term, however, the central policy issue concerns the correction of existing global
trade imbalances. It is often argued that the decision of central banks in the developing world, and in
particular in Asia, to intervene in the currency market is the main reason for these imbalances. Indeed,
most of the intervening countries explicitly try to avoid currency appreciation that could result from
speculative capital inflows, in order to ensure that the international competitiveness of the majority of
their producers is not put at risk. Most of the East Asian countries adopted a system of unilateral fixing
of their exchange rates following the Asian financial crisis, while most Latin American turned to
managed floating. In both cases, the aim has been to maintain the real exchange rate at a competitive
level while gaining a certain degree of independence from international capital markets.

In the absence of a multilateral exchange rate system that takes account of the concerns of small
and open developing economies, such unilateral stabilization of the exchange rate at a competitive
level appears to be an effective means of crisis prevention. Individual central banks do have the capacity



for successful and credible counter-attacks when their own currency is under “threat” or pressure to
appreciate. By contrast, they are practically powerless to stabilize an exchange rate that has come
under threat or pressure to depreciate, even if central banks have accumulated huge reserves of inter-
national currency. It would require multilateral cooperation and policy coherence to address this type
of asymmetry. The premature liberalization of capital markets has seriously heightened the vulner-
ability of developing countries to external financial shocks. Moreover, it has become clear that strengthen-
ing domestic financial systems is not enough to significantly reduce that vulnerability.

For a smooth redressing of the global imbalances, it is essential to avoid a recession in developed
countries — where growth has been depending excessively on the United States economy — and a
marked slowdown in developing countries. A scenario which seeks to correct the global imbalances,
and most importantly the external deficit of the United States, through massive exchange rate appre-
ciation and lower domestic absorption in China and other developing countries in Asia, will almost
inevitably have a deflationary impact on the world economy. It will not only jeopardize China’s at-
tempts to integrate a vast pool of rural workers and, more generally, reduce poverty, but will also
adversely affect the efforts of other developing countries towards achieving the MDGs.

By contrast, adjusting the global imbalances will be less deflationary if demand from the euro
area and Japan grows faster. It should not be forgotten that much of the counterpart to the United
States’ external deficit is to be found in the surpluses of other developed countries. The current-account
surpluses of the euro area and Japan with the rest of the world are mushrooming — despite rising
import bills for oil and other primary commodities. Indeed, Japan and Germany together accounted
for $268 billion or about 30 per cent of the combined global current-account surplus in 2004. This
compares with an overall current-account surplus of $193 billion in East and South Asia. China, the
country on which revaluation pressure has been most intense, accounts for just over one third of this
amount, or less than 8 per cent of the combined global surplus.

International initiatives to alleviate poverty and to reach the MDGs should not ignore the impor-
tance of a smooth correction of the global imbalances so as to ensure the sustainability of the “Asian
miracle”. Indeed, further economic catch-up by China and India will have expansionary effects for
most developing countries. Any slowing down or disruption of this process would carry the risk of
intensifying global price competition on the markets for manufactures exported by developing countries,
while weakening the expansionary effects resulting from the growing demand from Asia.

- Soeif s’

Supachai Panitchpakdi
Secretary-General of UNCTAD
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