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Abstract 
Since the beginning of the 2020, COVID-19 has been spreading all over the world, and 
world trade has been hit hard, and the development of foreign trade has brought severe 
challenges. As a major participant in world trade, China has inevitably been seriously 
affected. In this context, this present paper mainly comes to analyzes the current 
situation of China's foreign trade since the spread of the COVID-19, and conducts 
research through trade scale, import and export commodity structure and trading 
partners. The analysis shows that although China's foreign trade has declined due to the 
impact of the epidemic, it also provides a new development route for China. Secondly, 
this paper discusses the new challenges faced by China's foreign trade and provides 
strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

Since the spread of the COVID-19 in early 2020, a series of prevention and control measures 
such as “lockdown” and "self-isolate” have slowed down the global economic development and 
severely shrunk international trade. Although China is one of the first countries to control the 
spread of the epidemic under the government's effective prevention and control policies, 
foreign trade still faces severe challenges amid the uncertain international epidemic control 
situation. Therefore, it is of great significance to study the current situation and challenges of 
China's foreign trade development in the Post-COVID-19 era. 

2. International trade and Current Foreign Trade of China 

According to Table 1, the world economy grew by 2.8% in 2019, the lowest level in a decade, 
affected by the global trade situation (Ministry of Commerce People’s Republic of China, 2020). 
At the beginning of 2020, the global spread of the COVID-19 disrupted the social and economic 
order. Table 1 shows the economic growth trends of various regions in 2020. Except for China, 
all regions have negative growth. There is agreement in the literature that at global level the 
had a large impact on the global supply chains that have been disrupted [1], but also on the 
international trade flows that have been highly and negatively affected by countries’ lockdowns 
and border closures [2]. 
Through the unremitting efforts of various countries, the research and use of vaccines, the 
world economy is showing a trend of recovery. According to the forecast of the Global Economic 
Outlook [3] report, the economic growth rate will recover to 5.9% in 2021, but the main 
problem is that the growth divergence among various economies is a big problem for the global 
economy.  
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Table 1. World Economic Growth Rate, 2018-2021 

 
Source: Own construction based on report by Ministry of Commerce People’s Republic of China 
(2021). 

2.1. The Volume of Foreign Trade has Decreased Significantly, and the State-
owned Enterprises have Full Stamina 

According to Chinese customs statistics (Table 2), before the COVID-19 outbreak, China's total 
import and export volume in 2018 was approximately US$4,623 billion, a year-on-year increase 
of 12.16%. Affected by the world economy and COVID-19 in 2019 and 2020, China's total import 
and export volume has dropped significantly. In 2019, it decreased by 1% compared with 2018 
and increased by 1.5% in 2020. Among them, imports have the most serious impact, with total 
imports falling by 2.8% and 1.1% in 2019 and 2020, respectively. 
 

Table 2. China’s Imports and Exports, 2018-2021 

 
Source: China Customs Statistics. 
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2.2. Driven by the Export of Electrical-mechanical Products, the Commodity 
Structure has been Continuously Upgraded 

In 2019, due to the impact of the COVID-19, China's various export products declined compared 
with before, but after 2020, they gradually recovered. From the perspective of trade structure 
(Table 3), the export value of products ranked first from 2019 to 2021, and the growth rate was 
also rising. In particular, motor vehicles and medical or surgical instruments and apparatuses 
electrical-mechanical in electrical-mechanical products increased the most year-on-year. It is 
worth noting that, affected by the international epidemic, not only the export of medical 
equipment and other materials has increased, but the demand for masks has led to a sharp 
increase in the export of textile yarn, fabrics and articles thereof in 2020, an increase of 29.1% 
year-on-year. In addition, the growth rate of petroleum products exports in 2020 has turned 
from positive growth for many years to negative growth. Hi-tech products remains the second 
largest export commodity category. 
 

Table 3. China's Major Exports by Value, 2019-2021 

 

Source: Own construction based on China Customs Statistics. 
Note: “Mechanical and electrical products*" include relevant products listed in the table.  
 
In terms of the types of imported commodities (Table 4), the higher import value in 2019-2021 
is mainly electrical-mechanical products, Hi-tech products and grain. In terms of growth rate, 
the largest increase in imports in 2021 is grain, an increase of 49.2% over 2020. China's 
dependence on imports of high-tech products is still relatively high. In addition, due to China's 
full implementation of the waste paper import ban in 2021, many businesses increased the 
import of waste paper before the implementation of the ban, making the import of pulp and 
waste paper turn from negative growth to positive growth (28.1%). At the same time, the 
spread of the international epidemic has increased China's imports of vaccines and medicines. 
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Table 4. China's Major Imports by Value, 2019-2021 

 

Source: Own construction based on China Customs Statistics. 
Note: "Agricultural Products*" include relevant products listed in the table. 

2.3. ASEAN Becomes a Major Trading Partner, Surpassing European and USA 
During the epidemic, international trade has been affected more or less. However, under the 
concerted efforts of all walks of life to fight the epidemic, there have also been cases where 
trade has grown against the trend. According to the data, the EU and the USA accounted for the 
first and second place in China's total import and export volume in 2018 respectively, followed 
by ASEAN, BRICS and Japan, with the fastest year-on-year growth being Canada (22.7%) and 
BRICS (20.9%). However, overall import and export trade declined in 2019, most notably in the 
United States, South Korea and Japan. Mainly due to the impact of the epidemic and Sino-US 
trade frictions. As shown in Figure 1, China's trading partners are mainly ASEAN, the EU, the 
BRICS, the USA, Japan and South Korea. Affected by the epidemic, the growth rate in 2018 and 
2019 showed a clear downward trend, and in 2021, it showed a clear recovery. BRICS increased 
by 39.3% compared with 2020, which is the largest increase. 
 

 
Figure 1. China's Import & Export Situation by Main Partners, 2018-2021 

Source: Own construction based on China Customs Statistics. 
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From Table 5, it can be clearly shown that since 2018, the total import and export trade between 
China and ASEAN countries has increased year by year, and for the first time in 2020, it 
surpassed the EU to become China's largest trading partner with a total value of 684.6 billion 
US dollars.In 2021, ASEAN ranks first with US$878.21 billion, followed by the EU with 
US$828.11 billion, and the USA in third. The EU is China's largest trading partner until 2020. 
However, due to the long distance, the COVID-19 has caused the economy to basically stagnate. 
In addition, the import and export trade with the UK cannot be merged with the EU members 
because of the Brexit. 
 

Table 5. China’s Imports and Exports by type of enterprises, 2019-2021 

 
Source: Own construction based on China Customs Statistics. 
 
ASEAN is relatively less affected by the COVID-19, and ASEAN is closer to China, so it has a 
greater advantage in logistics costs. At the same time, there are strong complementarity 
between ASEAN and China. Therefore, ASEAN becoming China's largest trading partner is an 
inevitable result. 

3. Challenges and Strategies for China's Foreign Trade under the COVID-
19 

3.1. Challenges 
The spread of the epidemic has led to shrinking foreign markets, restricting the recovery of 
China's foreign trade. Due to the spread of the COVID-19 in the world, the epidemic in many 
countries is still in the growth stage, and the uncertainty of the future has led to low consumer 
confidence. Demand for products due to lock down has been greatly reduced. At the same time, 
a recession in the economy will be accompanied by a rise in unemployment, which will also lead 
to a weakening of consumer confidence for a long period of time in the future. According to data 
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from the National Bureau of Statistics, the manufacturing new export orders index and import 
index in May 2020 were 35.3% and 45.3%, respectively, although they rebounded by 1.8 and 
1.4 percentage points from the previous month, but they were both at historically low levels. 
On the other hand, the different epidemic prevention policies among countries have increased 
restrictions on the import and export of certain commodities. 
The cost of import and export logistics has increased significantly, and the logistics timeliness 
is difficult to guarantee. Due to the needs of epidemic prevention and control, airlines and 
shipping companies in various countries have taken measures to reduce or stop logistics 
transportation, and the cost of international logistics has increased significantly. In addition, 
foreign trade enterprises need to increase the disinfection of import and export products and 
purchase epidemic prevention materials for employees. These unfavorable factors have greatly 
increased the difficulty of foreign trade [4]. 

3.2. Strategies for China's Foreign Trade 
Making full use of the advantages of e-commerce platforms to promote the development of 
cross-border e-commerce. Although the epidemic has led to a significant drop in the demand 
for general commodities in foreign markets, the demand for anti-epidemic materials has 
increased significantly, such as masks, hand sanitizers, and medical protective clothing. China 
should fully seize this opportunity, make full use of the domestic development advantages of e-
commerce platforms, develop cross-border e-commerce platforms, and make up for the 
difficulties in offline transactions brought about by the epidemic [5]. At the same time, China 
could be find new breakthroughs in medical supplies and products, and appropriately adjust 
the structure of trade products. 
Increasing financial subsidies to support private foreign trade enterprises. Affected by the 
reduction of logistics costs and overseas orders, general Medium and Small-Sized Foreign Trade 
Enterprise have been seriously impacted. From the import and export data in the second part, 
apart from a small increase in demand for a small number of products, other products have 
decreased to varying degrees, causing difficulties for private foreign trade enterprises to 
survive. The government should provide financial subsidies or further reduce taxes and fees to 
help enterprises tide over the difficulties of survival. 
Strengthening high-tech R&D and improving industrial layout. From the import data in the 
second part, China is highly dependent on the import of high-tech products, and trade frictions 
with other countries will lead to some industries being subject to other countries. In addition, 
the COVID-19 has increased the cost of foreign trade. All these problems show that it is urgent 
to encourage and strengthen the development of high-tech fields. High-tech industry can be 
developed by increasing scientific research funds, training scientific researchers and providing 
scientific research places. 

4. Conclusion 

COVID-19 and economic challenges, the leaders called on all countries to step up 
macroeconomic policy coordination and work together for global recovery in the post-COVID-
19 era. As an important part of world economic development, China should also contribute its 
own strength. Based on China's import and export data, this paper analyzes the current 
situation of the world economy and China's foreign trade after the COVID-19, and then puts 
forward the current challenges and strategies in China's foreign trade. It will provide reference 
for China to resume foreign trade as soon as possible. 
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