Preface

External trade statistics, as are generally available, have limited use in examining many a theoretical and policy assumption as they do not take note of the exporters and importers, the real actors. Due to the trading house activity and the extensive diversification, company level data too can be less revealing with regard to the role of different types of trading parties. In this respect the Customs House data which relates the enterprise with the products imported and exported provides an effective alternative. Very few attempts, if any, have been made, especially by non-official agencies, to tap this vast reservoir of data to understand the country's external trade. Apart from the massive size of the data which runs into millions of data records (as it includes every transaction conducted through the ports, with some exceptions), lack of appropriate computing facilities, extensive additional information required on the trading parties to make the analysis meaningful and above all confidentiality sought to be maintained by the authorities have been probably responsible for this situation.
Way back in 1990-91, the Institute took the initiative and mobilised support from official sources to get the Customs House data captured in Daily Trade Returns (DTR). The Institute analysed the DTR data in the context of the serious foreign exchange crisis faced by the country and submitted a report to the Ministry of Finance. The study made a number of policy relevant observations and offered suggestions for improving the database. Having noticed the shoddy manner in which the data, especially about the trading parties, was being entered in the DTRs, it was suggested that an Importer-Exporter Code (IEC) should be made part of the DTRs so that the data could be analysed quickly and accurately. Another important recommendation was about having some minimum details on the trading parties. It is heartening to find that these suggestions have been incorporated into the data system, even if belatedly and partially.

The present project was proposed with a view to bring out the changes at the trading party level during the 'nineties, using both DTRs and Company data, in the context of the drastic changes made in the country's trade and investment policy regime. The Institute had earlier obtained DTR data on payment from various Customs Houses for the period 1988-89 to 1994-95. The project was taken up with the clear understanding that the Planning Commission would facilitate obtaining of the more recent data as also help fill the gaps free of charge. The Customs Houses, however, expressed their inability to share the data in full DTR form and that too without charge as also to supply data for the prior years. In view of this, the exercise had to be restricted to the data already available with the Institute. It was, therefore, unavoidable to limit the exercise both in terms of the period covered and the lines of inquiry. To make the study contemporary, more emphasis was, therefore, placed on an analysis of the trends and patterns in exports, imports and net earnings in foreign currencies of more than 2,000 non-government public limited companies.

Given the massive amount of data and its poor state, especially with respect to the names of exporters and importers, the very focus of the study, considerable time and efforts had been put in first to standardise the data and then to identify the trading parties according to their affiliation to Large Industrial Houses and transnational corporations. The extensive information system and other research infrastructure developed and maintained by the Institute with emphasis on corporate sector in general and the individual company as the unit of observation in particular, provided the necessary conditions for undertaking a study of this magnitude.

It should be underlined that by the very nature of the study, names of a few industrial houses, companies and individuals had to be mentioned in the study without which it would be difficult to fully comprehend the various phenomena. It is neither the intention of the researchers or the policy of the Institute to impute any motives to or adoption of unjustifiable practices by any company or individual. 
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