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Commentary on December 2020 Trade Statistics 

By Qarrem Kassim 

Summary 

In light of the recent release and publication of the December 2020 by the Department of Statistics Malaysia 

(DOSM), it brings a conclusion of Malaysia’s full 2020 trade performance. Through understanding the relevant 

datasets, we can piece together what the year 2020 meant for the nation’s position as a trading nation. Whilst the 

most recent trade data is by no means an indicator for the overall strength of the Malaysian economy, it does give 

an insight into the relative improvement of both domestic and global trade conditions overall.  

Nominally, the country performed better than the prior year, evidenced by the fourth quarter rally in the Malaysian 

Ringgit, indicating a relative improvement in the demand for the currency despite the recent political tensions in 

the United States following the victory of Joe Biden in a hotly contested election. In this brief, we will examine what 

the latest trade data means for Malaysia and uncover its relative strengths during the year. 

 

Key Observations 

Malaysia’s exports improved considerably during the fourth quarter of 2020 (4Q2020), following the lifting of 

economic restrictions resulting from the pandemic. The nation’s exports in December 2020 expanded year on year 

(YoY) by 10.8%, from RM86.4bil to RM95.7bil1, the highest export value recorded during the current or preceeding 

year. It should be noted that this export value was only matched by the month of October 2018 where a value of 

RM97.1bil was recorded.  

Meanwhile, the total import value rebounded YoY by 1.6% to RM75bil from RM73.9bil in 2019, indicating a 

modest recovery in domestic demand. However, there has been a considerable and marked decline in import 

demand throughout 2020, due mainly to economic and movement restrictions in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic which were only gradually lifted during the third (3Q2020) and fourth quarters (4Q2020) of 2020. 

Therefore, it can be deduced that the sharp uptick in import demand in December 2020 may be due both to pent 

up consumer demand after a year of fiscal consolidation among many market players and the seasonal effect of 

greater end-of-year sales amid fiercer competition among sellers to make up for lost revenue during the year.  

A summary of the trade statistics for both years 2019 and 2020 are shown below: 

 
Source: DOSM, Matrade 

 
1 Malaysia External Trade Statistics Bulletin, December 2020, DOSM 
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Jan 86.3 73.9 12.4 Jan 84.1 72.1 12.0 Jan -2.6% -2.5% -3.1%

Feb 67.7 55.6 12.1 Feb 74.5 61.8 12.6 Feb 10.0% 11.3% 4.2%

Mar 85.7 69.7 16.0 Mar 80.1 67.8 12.3 Mar -6.5% -2.7% -23.0%

Apr 86.2 74.4 11.9 Apr 64.8 68.4 -3.6 Apr -24.9% -8.0% -130.6%

May 84.7 75.1 9.6 May 62.7 52.3 10.4 May -26.0% -30.4% 8.6%

Jun 76.7 65.6 11.1 Jun 82.8 62.0 20.9 Jun 8.0% -5.6% 88.5%

Jul 89.8 73.8 16.0 Jul 92.6 67.4 25.2 Jul 3.1% -8.7% 57.8%

Aug 81.5 70.5 11.1 Aug 79.1 65.9 13.2 Aug -2.9% -6.5% 19.6%

Sep 78.3 69.4 8.8 Sep 88.9 67.0 22.0 Sep 13.6% -3.6% 149.1%

Oct 90.9 73.3 17.6 Oct 91.1 68.9 22.1 Oct 0.2% -5.9% 25.9%

Nov 81.0 74.3 6.7 Nov 84.7 67.6 17.1 Nov 4.6% -9.0% 154.9%

Dec 86.4 73.9 12.6 Dec 95.7 75.0 20.7 Dec 10.8% 1.6% 64.8%

Total 2019 995.1 849.4 145.7 Total 2020 981.0 796.2 184.8 Total -1.4% -6.3% 26.9%

Value RM'bil Value RM'bil

2019 2020

Annual Change %
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Due to the rise in exports particularly during the second half of 2020 (2H2020) and the relatively slower rise in 

imports, a high net export position has emerged. Notably, as the hardest hitting MCO restrictions were lifted in the 

2H2020, the months that followed in September and November saw one of the highest levels of YoY% 

growth in net exports. In December, Malaysia’s trade surplus position reported a 64.8% growth from 2019 with 

the total trade position expanding 6.5%, reaching RM170bil. On a month on month (MoM) basis, December’s 

exports improved 13.1%, imports by 11%, total trade by 12.2% and the overall trade balance by 21.4%. 

 

Key Export Statistics 

In the final quarter of 2020, there was a marked improvement in export performance. Among Malaysia’s top export 

products, electricals and electronics (E&E) had performed remarkably well, edging out both the preceding quarter 

and the final quarter of 2019. In terms of total exports, it registered a quarter on quarter (QoQ%) growth of 4.2%. 

and a YoY% improvement of 5.1%. This is indicative of an improved performance in private sector 

manufacturing, not only in the E&E sector but also in palm oil and rubber products, especially rubber glove 

production to meet the growing global demand in healthcare services.  

This is further elucidated by the export of manufactured goods, which made up 85.6% of total exports in December, 

registering a double-digit growth rate of 12.4% to RM81.96bil compared to December 2019, highlighting 

Malaysia’s success in shifting its reliance on primary commodity exports such as petroleum and crude oil to 

manufactured goods, with rubber gloves, E&E and metal manufactures leading the charge.  

 

Manufactured Goods Exports 

Among all manufactured products throughout 2020, the export of E&E products held the lion’s share of total exports 

at 39.4% or RM386.11bil, rising 3.5% from the previous year. This increase was due primarily to higher exports 

of electronic integrated circuits, transmission apparatus such as voice and image transference and parts for 

electronic circuits for use to support work from home (WFH) practices globally.  

Indeed, a deeper look into these export components show that parts and accessories for computers and 

telecommunication devices rose sharply by 27.8% and 150.6% respectively. As the forced global normalization of 

WFH policies in workplaces among both developed and developing nations continue in the near-term, the outlook 

for E&E exports will bode well for the short to medium-term trade outlook. The expansion in intermediate 

E&E exports were primarily seen to Singapore, China, Hong Kong, Vietnam, South Korea, Vietnam and The United 

States (US), to be integrated into further downstream applications. 

Other manufactured goods exports likewise recorded a significant growth in exports for 2020. In particular, rubber 

products and data storage hardware exhibited the strongest growth profiles, at 68.9% and 24.2% respectively. The 

significant increase in rubber product exports included a doubling of rubber glove exports; this was 

however not unexpected, given the competitive advantage Malaysia possesses in the production of natural rubber 

and the economies of scale necessary in producing large quantities of rubber gloves to meet heightened global 

demand.  

 

Agricultural Goods and Mining and Quarrying Exports 

The export of agricultural goods meanwhile contributed an 8.7% share in December 2020, surging 47.1% to 

RM8.35bil attributed principally to palm oil and palm oil based downstream products. Throughout the year 2020 

however, agricultural goods exports grew by 8.7% from the previous year to RM71.68bil making up 7.3% of total 

exports, this was attributed mainly to an increase in palm oil and downstream exports by 18.4% to RM52.3bil, 

buoyed by higher international demand for the commodity as the national economies of India and China improve. 
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Importantly, it can be seen that the highest cumulative increase in palm oil demand was from India. It can be seen 

that since the former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammed under the PH administration had interfered with the 

Kashmir issue, criticizing the removal of Kashmir’s special administrative status and the new perceived “anti-

Muslim” citizenship law in India (CAA), the latter nation directly intervened to restrict the importation of Malaysian 

palm oil2 as trade data from January to April 2020 shows a fall in India’s import of Malaysian palm oil by an 

astonishing 94%. This can be seen from a withering of Indian palm oil imports to near zero levels in March 2020 

from a 2019 monthly average of 367,459 tonnes3.  

Since the lifting of the MCO in 2020, Indian palm oil imports have skyrocketed beyond average 2019 monthly 

imports, with December 2020 imports reaching 548,439 tonnes, more than doubling the amount of palm oil 

imported in January 2019 which registered 253,889 tonnes. Due to the growing economies of both China and India 

for the foreseeable future, the near-term trade position bodes well for palm oil exports going into 2021, bolstered 

by a continued normalization of trade ties with India by the current Perikatan Nasional (PN) government4.  

The export of mining and quarrying goods had declined significantly reflecting the drastic decrease in 

global oil demand. In December 2020, the export of crude petroleum and LNG had declined by 31% compared 

to December 2019 to RM5.0bil. As a share of total exports, mining goods in 2020 made up 5.9% of total exports 

or RM57.39bil, edging down by 29.6% compared to 2019. In addition, all mining products registered a decrease in 

exports, led by liquified natural gas (LNG) which slipped the hardest by 32.1% to RM28.8bil, followed by crude oil 

which reduced by 28.4% to RM18.9bil. 

The decrease in the importance of crude oil in the global market is set to be significant in both the near and long 

term. In the near term, reduced demand for crude oil is corollary with the global implementation of border 

restrictions, social distancing and WFH initiatives, resulting in less people commuting for work, reduced 

reliance on tourism and airplane usage and a reduction of travel for consumption purposes. While in the long-

term, an impetus for developing more green technology and electrical vehicles, with China planning to 

significantly reduce fossil fuel powered vehicles by 20355 will drastically reduce the importance of fossil fuels 

as a key export for nations such as Malaysia who rely on crude oil sales to supplement public revenue.  

 
2 Govt bans refined palm oil imports targeting Malaysia over Kashmir, CAA criticism, January 2020, Reuters 
3 India's January palm oil imports from Malaysia could hit 9-yr low – trade, January 2020, Reuters 
4 Malaysia-India trade ties on the upswing, says group, July 2020, The Star 
5 China joins list of nations banning the sale of old-style fossil-fuelled vehicles, November 2020, World Economic Forum 
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For reference, a summary of Malaysia’s major export products for 2020 and in the 4Q2020 are shown below: 

 

 
Source: DOSM 

 

Key Import Statistics 

Throughout the year 2020, Malaysia’s imports slipped 6.3% to RM796.1bil, partly a reflection of reduced market 

demand through lower disposable income and import restrictions from other key trading partners amid mass 

disruptions in global supply chains, particularly during the 2Q2020. The three main categories of imports are 

categorised as 1) Intermediate goods, Capital goods and Consumption goods, the performance of these categories 

indicates just how much the domestic economy has fared throughout the prior year.  

Intermediate goods are classified as goods that are imported to facilitate or are used in the production of other 

value-added goods. This category of import is indicative of current productive/ supply-side strength, in other 

words, the more intermediate goods are imported, the more finished goods are being produced. Such examples 

include chemical lubricants, copper wires, glass manufactures and semi-finished industrial goods. 

In 2020, these were valued at RM422.9bil for the year 2020, registering a decrease of 9.5% compared to the 

total of the prior year and accounted for 53.1% share of total 2020 imports, following a decrease in the import of 

processed industrial supplies, particularly of intermediate iron and steel products for downstream production.  



 

5 
 

In addition, chemicals and chemical products such as oils, lubricants and mineral fuels also faced a steep decline, 

indicating lower overall manufacturing and industrial activity during the year. Likewise, refined petroleum products 

had also declined sharply during the year, indicative of the slowdown in fuel demand due to the heavy restrictions 

on manufacturing, such as the closure of factories in the 2Q2020 from the declaration of the MCO.  

Capital goods are classified as physical assets that companies use in the production process to produce goods 

and services that consumers will later use; examples include machinery, equipment, industrial and heavy vehicles 

and tools. This measure is important because it indicates the level of capital expenditure (CAPEX) undertaken 

by private agents in the economy. A high number of imports in capital goods tends to indicate an expansion of 

future productive and economic capacity and suggests investor confidence in the productive/ supply-side economy.  

This import category amounted to RM90.4bil for the year 2020, declining by 9.8% from the prior year, due mainly 

to a reduction in the importation of industrial transport equipment, primarily in heavy vehicles for usage in industrial 

purposes. This is highly indicative of a reduction in private investment and foreign direct investment growth in the 

production of goods and services during the year and may suggest reduced future productivity.   

 

Malaysia’s Industrial Production Index Chart  

(Nov 2018 – Nov 2020) 

 

Source: DOSM, FocusEconomics.com 

Indeed, the importation of capital and intermediate goods were much in line with Malaysia’s Industrial Production 

Index in 2020, where the annual 2020 average up till November 2020 had plummeted to over -4% compared to 

the prior year average. In addition, it can be seen that industrial activity had fallen considerably following the 

implementation of the first MCO in the 2Q2020, to which the subsequent growth in industrial activity has not rallied 

back up to pre-pandemic levels. It should be noted however that this measure had not factored into account 

industrial growth statistics for December 2020. 

For consumption goods, these are defined as goods that are imported for direct consumption by the domestic 

consumer without the need for further downstream economic production. Unlike the previous two categories of 

imports, this is indicative of the demand-side economy ie. the strength of the consumer market for foreign goods. 

In 2020, consumption goods totalled RM73.9bil, representing a marginal YoY% contraction of 0.3% and 

comprised 9.3% of total imports. The decrease in consumption goods was a result of lower imports of semi-

durables, such as clothing, apparel and footwear, indicative of reduced disposable income among market players.  
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A summary of Malaysia’s major import products for 2020 and in the 4Q2020 are illustrated below:   

 

 
Source: DOSM 

 

Key Positive Points for Consideration 

There are several noteworthy points to maintain when presented with the full year’s data. In particular, there have 

been noteworthy positive signs of the economy in the 2H2020 following the easing of economic and travel 

restrictions from the MCO. It should be noted that the following points only consider published statistics for 2020 

and does not consider any after-effects of the reimposition of the Movement Control Order (MCO 2.0) and the state 

of emergency declared during the first month of January 2021. 

 

1) Normalization of Malaysia-India Trade Ties  
 

After a massive diplomatic faux pas by the former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammed regarding the Kashmir 

conflict, local palm oil producers were hit especially hard when the Indian government directly intervened to 

restrict the importation of palm oil and its products, with many smallholders struggling to sell their stocks6 

amid less favourable economies of scale compared to their conglomerate counterparts like Sime Darby and 

IOI group. 

 
6 Oil palm smallholders biggest losers in tiff with India, says Kadir Jasin, October 2019, Free Malaysia Today 
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Following the instatement of the PN government, it is commendable that they have worked to promote and 

improve bilateral trade ties with India. Since the start of the year, ship-tracking data from Refinitiv showed 

that India’s total palm oil imports for the first four months of 2020 fell by more than 50% from the same period 

in 2019 to 1.1million tonnes7. However, after the lifting of the MCO in the 2Q2020, palm oil exports to India 

have restarted, recovering to and even surpassing pre-pandemic levels in December 2020.  

This is a prudent move by the Malaysian government in light of the punishing economic restrictions, as 

officials are aware that the Indian market buys more than 9 million tonnes of palm oil a year, roughly two 

thirds of its total edible oil imports, to the benefit of palm smallholders and greatly improves Malaysia’s overall 

trade position in agriculture.  

 

2) The Easing of Manufacturing Restrictions  

In late April 2020, shortly after the imposition of the first MCO in 2020, the Malaysian government had decided 

to allow players in the manufacturing sector to resume operations at full capacity without restrictions on 

operating hours8. This is proven to be widely effective in the performance of many industrial players, 

especially in the E&E sector as it can be seen that industrial activity and manufacturing exports in the 2H2020 

had improved tremendously following the announcement.  

This move had also been widely praised by the Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers (FMM), the group 

expressed their gratitude to the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) for the strong support 

shown in ensuring business viability and continuity (ibid).  

 

 

As it can be observed from the above chart, Malaysia’s industrial production index (IPI), -especially in 

manufacturing- rose sharply following the announcement, recovering to and even surpassing pre-pandemic 

levels in November 2019, owing initially to the fulfilment of the backlog of export orders from key 

manufacturing import partners, such as the US whose imports of manufactured goods make up the vast 

majority of its imports from Malaysia, cementing Malaysia’s key position as a key international manufacturing 

hub. 

 

 
7 Exclusive: India resumes purchases of Malaysian palm oil – traders, May 2020, Reuters 
8 Manufacturers welcome MCO relaxation, say non-essential sectors should also be allowed to resume ops, April 2020, The 
Edge Markets 
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3) Commodity Export Duty Exemptions Under PENJANA  

Under the PENJANA stimulus package by the Malaysian government in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the government has provided financial relief for the commodity sector by giving a 100% export duty exemption 

for businesses engaged in crude palm oil, crude palm kernel oil and refined bleached deodorized palm kernel 

oil from July 2020 to December 2020.  

These export duty exemptions allowed Malaysian companies to compete internationally with Indonesian 

exporters who have a government-imposed export duty on the international sale of palm oil. Meanwhile, the 

key statistics on palm oil exports indeed shows Malaysian exporters becoming more competitive, registering 

an 18.4% YoY increase in the commodity’s export in 2020, compounding from the normalization of palm oil 

exports to India.  

However, going forward, the Malaysian government needs to ensure that though we have achieved sufficient 

local economies of scale in the production of crude palm oil compared to neighbouring Indonesia, effort must 

be made to continually enhance downstream production and to increase Malaysia’s market share in refined 

palm oil products. This is because as Indonesia is set to raise export duties on its own crude palm, it allows 

for cheaper local source material to be transformed into refined palm oil products, giving Indonesia a 

competitive edge in that sector9.  

In addition, a recent Indian surcharge on crude palm oil imports may hurt Malaysian exports to the nation, as 

India seeks to build its local palm oil industry and reduce its reliance on its imports of edible oils10. This may 

exert additional downward pressure on Malaysian crude palm oil prices. Therefore, the Malaysian 

government may need to do more to promote and build more supply chains to increase local palm oil exports, 

especially in emerging markets such as in East Africa, it should be noted here that Kenya has become more 

influential in the purchasing of Malaysian crude palm oil.   

 

4) The Government has Cultivated Continued Commitment to International Investment 

The initiatives taken by the Malaysian government in ensuring the nation remains a key preferred regional 

manufacturing hub should be highly commended. According to the Fitch Ratings agency, Malaysia’s 

economic openness index had improved under the new administration compared to the previous11.  

Factors in the index increment were due to several incentives announced by the current administration to 

encourage foreign companies to relocate their businesses to Malaysia. These include among others a 0% 

rax rate for investors in the manufacturing sector with an initial capital investment outlay of between RM300mil 

to RM500mil, while for investments above the RM500mil mark, the tax break will be extended to 15 years.  

In addition, increased investor and trade openness with China and India far surpasses the protectionist stance 

of the previous administration, with Malaysia being an avid signatory member of the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP) agreement and the relatively less combative stance against China-backed 

investment projects in Malaysia.  

In addition to this, it is noteworthy that the PN-led Malaysia has kept out of the international spotlight, visibly 

reducing its combative stance on global flashpoints such as the Kashmir and Xinjiang issues, which have the 

potential to seriously cripple Malaysia’s trading position. 

 

 
9 Indonesia refined palm oil exports to rise in 2021 on tax changes, Jan 2021, Reuters  
10 India's tax hike on crude palm oil imports could cut shipments, Feb 2021, The Star 
11 Trade and Investment Risk Report, Fitch Solutions, Q12021 


