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Asian Economic Perspectives 
Asia’s Export Recovery Widens to 
Include More Markets and Products 
With the availability of fresh export data for Asia, 
the time is right for an update of our analysis of the 
recovery in the region’s exports. In our previous 
piece (“As the West Struggles, Emerging Markets 
Start Asia’s Export Revival,” Asian Weekly 
Economic Insights, May 22, 2009), we highlighted 
the growing momentum of a China-centric regional 
recovery, and noted that the strength of emerging 
markets (outside eastern Europe) relative to 
developed markets would add impetus to Asia’s 
export revival. We also argued that the broadening 
of China’s policy focus from infrastructure 
investment to the stimulation of consumption 
should fit better with Asia’s traditional export edge, 
which is largely in the mid- to down-stream 
manufacture of consumer goods. Taken together, 
these factors might point to a true decoupling of 
Asia from the US. 

Since the May article, export data have been 
published covering the first half of 2009 for the 
region, and into July for Korea, Taiwan and China. 
This article reviews the data for new insights into 
the breadth and speed of the region’s recovery. 

Display 1: Volume Recovery Is V-Shaped 
Growth of Export Value and Volume 
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Source: CEIC Data and AllianceBernstein estimates 

Falling Prices Overshadow Recovery Trends 
Asian exporters have aggressively slashed prices to 
maintain their competitive edge. US dollar export 
prices fell by an average 12% year on year in June 
from a mere 1% year-on-year decline in December 
2008. The collapse in prices was most severe in 
Korea and Taiwan, down 21% and 16.5% year on 
year in June respectively. 

Export price deflation, however, obscures the 
underlying recovery trend in overseas shipments. 
Excluding the price change, the year-on-year 
rebound in export volume has been much more 
visible than suggested by nominal trends. Korea 
remains the best performer, with real export growth 
already swinging back into positive territory—an 
outcome that would have been unthinkable only six 
months ago (Display 1).  

Display 2: Sequential Recovery Accelerates… 
Growth of Export Value* 
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* Seasonally adjusted 

Source: Nomura and AllianceBernstein estimates 

Pan-Asia’s sequential recovery (defined as 
seasonally adjusted month-on-month change) from 
the January–February trough looks much more 
powerful if China is excluded from the calculation. 
This is for the obvious reason that Chinese 
exporters did not benefit from the surge in China’s 
imports, and this surge was a prime factor behind 
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the considerably stronger export recovery evident in 
the rest of the region (Display 2, previous page).  

Korea and Taiwan Take the Lead 
By our estimates, the value of China’s exports 
(seasonally adjusted) in July was still 4% below the 
January–February trough, while Asia’s exports 
(excluding China) had already bounced back by 
close to 15% and Korea and Taiwan had both 
recovered by around 23%–24% (Display 3). 
Roughly 30% of the value of exports in Asia 
(excluding China) evaporated as a result of the 
global crisis from September 2008 to this year’s 
January–February trough. Impressively, the region 
ex China took less than six months to regain about 
half the loss. Korea has already recaptured three-
quarters of its export loss during the same period.   

Display 3: …Led by Korea and Taiwan 
Export Performance (% Change of Latest Value vs. 
January–February Average)* 
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* Seasonally adjusted. Latest values for Korea, Taiwan and China are July 
exports and the rest of Asia refers to June exports. Asia and Asia excluding 
China are also based on June export value.  

Source: CEIC Data and AllianceBernstein estimates 

Exports Spread to More Markets… 
While China continues to lead as an export 
destination, the momentum of exports to China has 
softened since the big uplift earlier in the year. This 
trend is consistent with the country’s front-loading 
of fiscal spending in first quarter 2009 and is also in 
keeping with the import surge earlier in the year 
induced by the government’s strategic commodity 
purchases as well as speculative imports of major 
commodities by Chinese firms and traders.  

There is evidence, however, that the revival in 
Asia’s exports is spreading to more markets outside 
the region. This is positive for the prospects of a 
global recovery. On top of the strength in emerging 
markets, export momentum to the European market 
has slowly increased, in line with the improvement 
reported recently in European Union production and 
order-book positions. Shipments to the US market 
have remained sluggish, however, possibly due to 
the continuing weakness in consumer demand there 
(Displays 4–5).  

Display 4: China Drives, EU Improves & US Lags 
Asian Exports Value – by Destination* 
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* Seasonally adjusted 

Source: CEIC Data and AllianceBernstein forecasts 
 

Display 5: Emerging Markets Add Impetus 
Asian Exports – Value by Destination* 
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*Seasonally adjusted 

Source: CEIC Data and AllianceBernstein forecasts 

…and a Wider Mix of Products 
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The trends in product mix are less clear-cut, but we 
believe the recovery has extended to more products 
and sectors. Asian exports to China are still highly 
concentrated in foodstuffs as well as agriculture 
production, infrastructure investment and imports 
related to power generation (i.e., specialized 
machinery, transport equipment and commodities). 
Exports of most of the traditional 
processed/manufactured items, which are finished 
and exported by China, remain weak as a result of 
the continued sluggishness of Chinese exports. The 
growth in China’s household consumption has yet 
to feed through in a significant way to foreign 
suppliers and there is evidence that, to date, it may 
have been of more benefit to homegrown producers. 
Although China is essential to the recovery of the 
region’s exports, it is still some way from 
generating the level of consumption-driven imports 
that could propel Chinese consumers past their US 
counterparts as drivers of global trade (see “China’s 
Next Leap Forward: Will It Be as World’s Biggest 
Consumer?”, Asian Weekly Economic Insights, 
August 7, 2009).  

Display 6: Korea’s Recovery Is Broadly Based… 
Korean Exports – Value by Product* 
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* Seasonally adjusted 

Source: CEIC Data and AllianceBernstein forecasts 

Analysis of Korea’s and Taiwan’s exports by 
product reveals that the recovery in both countries 
has been underpinned by a broadening of the export 
product mix. In addition to technology and 
electronics products, which dominate both Korea’s 
and Taiwan’s manufacturing exports, a wide range 
of major non-technology exports—such as 

household appliances, machinery, metals, 
chemicals, plastics, timekeeping and photographic 
equipment, and vehicles—have also recovered 
powerfully in sequential growth terms. Technology 
demand is largely sustained by a global restocking 
of the sector, but improved non-technology demand 
indicates better global demand ahead outside China 
(Displays 6–8). 

Display 7: …as Is Taiwan’s Export Recovery (1) 
Taiwan Exports – Value by Product* 
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*Seasonally adjusted 

Source: CEIC Data and AllianceBernstein forecasts 
 

Display 8: …as Is Taiwan’s Export Recovery (2) 
Taiwan Exports – Value by Product* 
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*Seasonally adjusted 

Source: CEIC Data and AllianceBernstein forecasts 
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