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What We Do in this Research

We build a new database on global trade flows and the world
balance of payment (including goods, services, income and
transfers) covering 57 core territories (48 main countries + 9
residual regions) over the 1800-2025 period
Publicly available at wbop.world

This allows us to construct consistent global series on world
trade imbalances, current account surplus/deficit and net
foreign wealth over more than two centuries

http://www.wbop.world/




Main objective: we want to compare current imbalances (2025) with 
previous global imbalances (in particular 1914)

Differences: larger imbalance in 1914 (as % world GDP), key role of 
colonial transfers & low commodity prices (forced labour etc.) in order 
to build foreign wealth (Europe never in trade surplus 1800-1914!)

Similarities: in both cases, low commodity prices play critical role for 
wealth accumulation by manufacturing power (Europe or East Asia) 

→ Small changes in bargaining power & terms of exchange can 
completely reverse relative wealth position of North vs South



Q.: Are global economic relations characterized by self-correcting 
market mechanisms or by persistent imbalances & power relations?

A.: Persistent imbalances and power relations have always played a 
critical role over 1800-2025 period, & self-correction can end badly

→ International economic relations can be mutually beneficial, but in 
order to reach their full potential we need collective rules & a more 
inclusive trade and monetary system 
(≈ Keynes ICU 1943) (International Clearing Union: exchange rates 
closer to parity and/or common currency (Bancor or higher IMF SDRs), 
centralized credits/debits, common borrowing rate, corrective tax on 
excessive current account surpluses, etc.) 



Outline of the talk

(1) Sources/methods & contribution to the literature

(2) Magnitude & composition of global trade & BoP flows 1800-2025

(3) Global pattern of current account surpluses/deficits and foreign
wealth accumulation across world regions 1800-2025

(4) Decomposing global imbalances 1800-2025: primary commodit.,
manufactured goods, services, income flows, transfers

(5) Counterfactual simulations on foreign wealth accumulation under
alternative trade & monetary regimes 1800-2025



Sources/methods and contribution to the literature
(1) We start from official IMF BoP series 1970-2023:
Current account surplus/deficit CAit

= Net trade in goods + Net trade in services + Net income inflows + Net transfer inflows

(2) We use historical trade data (goods only) 1800-2023 to complete IMF
WTO/UNComTrade and Frederico-Tena 2016 (Historical Trade Database, 1800-1938)
Conte-Cotterlaz-Mayer 2023 (Gravity, 1948-2021)
Fouquin-Hugot 2017 (TradeHist, 1827-2014)
Deninger-Girard 2017 (RICardo, 1800-1938)

(3) We estimate missing items 1800-1990 (“invisible flows”) from: 
LoN 1920-1938: first official BoP (BIS) IMF official BoP 1950-1990 (incomplete)

Country studies for historical BoP in large economies:
Imlah 1952, 1958 UK 1800-1950, North 1960 US 1800-1955, Levy-Leboyer 1977 FR 1827-1914, Nogues-
Marco 2021 IN 1800-1950, Smits et al 2000 NL 1800-1998, Van der Eng 1998 ID 1800-1950, Francos 1987
BR 1876-1970, Ferreres 2010 AR 1901-1970, Gregory 1979 RU 1881-1914, Yan-Xin 2023 CN 1800-1950,
etc.



For other countries-years we make assumptions about missing BoP
items on the basis of similar countries & in order to insure global
consistency (net zero for each item: services, income, transfers)

Consistency check: by cumulating current account surpluses/deficits
(NFAit+1=NFAit+CAit), we are able to approximately match stock-based
estimates of net foreign assets in 1880-1914 (using financial data on
foreign portfolio & major assets: railways, canals, banks, public debt,
etc.)(Giffen 1889, Foville 1893, Colson 1903, Hobson 1902, Hilferding
1910, Lenin 1916, Twomey 2000) & net foreign assets in 1970-2023
(IMF, WID, Lane-Milesi-Ferretti 2018, Nievas-Sodano 2024)

Our series are not frozen in stone: they will be updated as new
country studies on historical BoP become available



Unequal exchange literature

Our work is also close in spirit to the classic works by Prebisch
1950, Frank 1967, Emmanuel 1972, Amin 1978 and Cardoso and
Faletto 1979.

Also related to more recent work by Cahen-Fourot et al 2024,
Hickel et al 2021, 2022, 2024 and Magalhaes et al 2019.

Our conclusions are broadly consistent with these.
Our contribution is to offer a long-run, quantitative global
perspective on trade and financial flows, which leads us to stress
the transformation but also the persistence of unequal exchange
over the past two centuries.



Magnitude & composition of global trade 

and BoP flows 1800-2025

The U-shaped pattern of global trade:
1800-1914 ↑, 1914-1970↓, 1970-2025↑

The changing composition of global trade: primary commodities,
manufactured goods, services

The changing magnitude and composition of foreign income
flows and foreign transfer flows







Global pattern of current account surpluses/deficits and 
foreign wealth accumulation across world regions 1800-2025

In 1800-1914 Europe accumulates large current account
surpluses and foreign wealth holdings in the rest of the world

Like East Asia (and oil countries) in 1970-2025, but with a much
larger magnitude relative to world GDP, and a very diversified
world portolio in 1914

























Decomposing global imbalances 1800-2025: 
primary commodities, manufactured goods, 

services, income flows, transfers

Key role of colonial transfers, low commodity prices (forced 
labour etc.) and capital income in order to build Europe’s foreign 
wealth: Europe never in trade surplus 1800-1914!

Both in 1800-1914 & in 1970-2025, low commodity prices play a 
critical role for wealth accumulation by manufacturing power 
(Europe or East Asia) 































Alternative scenarios on foreign wealth accumulation under 
alternative trade & monetary regimes 1800-2025

Financial scenario. We set colonial transfers to zero (or raise
commodity prices) and leave all other flows unchanged, and
look at impact on net foreign wealth in 1914 or 2025.

Economic scenario. We assess external wealth and assume
that poor countries invest the surplus resulting from
improved terms of trade in human capital, observing the
results in the development process.











Concluding comments

Thanks to a new database on global trade flows and the
world balance of payment over 1800-2025 period, we
were able to compare different episodes of major
imbalances (2025 vs 1914)

Power relations matter: small changes in bargaining
power and commodity prices can completely reverse
relative wealth position of North vs South.
Trade/monetary regimes play a critical role.



Discussions about sustainable development should
include the structural transformation of the world trade
& financial system
Without major reform of IMF-WB-UN-OECD etc., hard to
achieve IPCC goals

In future research, we plan to focus on counterfactual
development trajectories, both retrospective (1800-
2025) and prospective (2025-2100), taking into account
the interplay between alternative trade-monetary-
financial regimes, within-country inequality, human
capital accumulation, sectoral productivity growth &
carbon emissions



Gracias !
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Main results from financial simulations.

1800-1914. If colonial transfers (war and colonial tributes) are
set to zero, and/or primary commodity prices are raised by
20% (a lower bound estimate for the value of unpaid forced
labor in export production of cotton, sugar, grain, etc.), then
Europe ends up with huge negative foreign wealth in 1914.

1970-2025. If primary commodity prices are raised by 20% (still
a lot less than PPP), then Subsaharan Africa owns substantial
positive foreign wealth in 2025 (larger than East Asia).









Main results of the economic simulations.

If colonial transfers (1800-1914) (war and colonial tributes) are set at 
zero and commodity prices are raised by 20% (1800-2025), assuming 
that the gains are invested in human capital in the benefiting countries 
and the losses are absorbed by consumption cuts in the losing countries,
then average global GDP per capita would be substantially higher in 
2025, decreasing inequality between regions.

To achieve near-complete convergence of per capita GDP, a 30% 
increase in the terms of trade would be required, benefiting the poorest 
countries (e.g., GDP pc below 70% of the world average). A development 
policy would be necessary.
















