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China’s trade grows at the fastest pace
since 2021

China’s exports and imports surged to the highest levels since the
pandemic-skewed 2021, as the tech boom supports growth on both
fronts. Oil imports, meanwhile, continued to slide sharply in June, as any
potential buying amid the drop in crude prices hasn't yet shown up in
the data
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China's June trade

US$125.62bn =

Highest since January 2025

Higher than expected
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Exports and imports have both grown well beyond
expectations in 1H26
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Exports surged to a 53-month high amid hi-tech export
outperformance

China's exports surged to 27.0% year-on-year in June, up from 19.4% in May, comfortably
beating all of the market forecasts (market: 19.0%, ING: 17.4%). Through the first half of the
year, exports rose 17.6% YoY to $1.55tr.
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The mechanical and electrical product category was a primary driver of export strength,
growing 34.2% YoY in June. Within this category, semiconductor (121.9%), auto (69.6%), and
ship (42.3%) exports all accelerated. Overall, hi-tech product exports continued to fare well,
growing 52.2% YoY, raising the first-half export growth to 38.5%. Through the first half of the
year, China's fastest-growing export categories include semiconductors (96.1%), rare earths
(61.1%, albeit on a small scale), autos (53.9%), and ships (29.4%). Laggards include toys
(-11.3%), footwear (-8.6%), steel (-5.4%), and furniture (2.6%).

By destination, we saw trajectories diverge in June. Exports to ASEAN (34.5%), EU (18.5%), and
Korea (42.6%) accelerated, while exports to the US (13.9%) and Japan (6.9%) slowed. Through
the first half of the year, we can see that the semiconductor trade is the strongest-growing
segment. Exports to Taiwan (32.9%) and Korea (31.0%) were among the fastest growth rates.
Other areas seeing strong year-to-date growth include China's largest trading partner, ASEAN
(22.9%), Africa (26.2%), Russia (28.4%), and the EU (16.8%). After June's data, exports to the
US are now marginally positive in YoY terms at 0.2%.

Exports have been one of China's primary growth engines in recent years, and this year's
acceleration continues to beat expectations. Exports over the first half of the year already
nearly match the levels seen through the first 7 months of 2025. The base case is for solid
export growth to continue.
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However, two risks we're watching closely are the Russia sanctions bill by late US Senator
Lindsey Graham, which proposes secondary sanctions of up to 500% on buyers of Russian oil
and gas, and the potential tariff hikes coming from the EU. These factors could potentially
throw a wrench in the excellent export performance so far.

Exports to the US have returned to positive territory in 1H26
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Imports reached the highest level since June 2021

Imports grew by 36.0% YoY in June, up from 27.4% in May, and well above forecasts (market:
26.1%, ING: 24.0%). This marks a 60-month high for import growth.

By product, similar to the export picture, the broad mechanical and electrical product category
was also a major contributor to import strength, growing 47.5% YoY in June. Within this
category, imports of Automatic Data Processing Machines and parts (156.7%) and
semiconductors (72.3%) grew particularly strongly. Hi-tech imports also continued to surge,
rising 57.8% YoY to a record high of $106.7bn in June. Coal also saw a 60.7% YoY surge in
imports in June.

Those looking to the June data for signs of a return to China in oil markets are likely to be
disappointed. Crude oil imports were down 7.5% YoY in value terms and 41.3% in volume
terms. The June crude oil imports of 29.3mn barrels were the lowest monthly volume since
2016. Reports suggest that buying has resumed, but it may take time for these orders to be
reflected in the data.

By destination, we saw strong import growth from Korea (85.0%), Taiwan (41.1%), with
imports also reflecting the other side of the tech trade. Imports from Japan (34.0%) and the US
(25.9%) were below headline growth, but also recovered on the month.

Through the first half of 2026, the import picture is very imbalanced. Tech-related imports
have dominated, while other import categories remain weak, reflecting the weak domestic
demand environment. This growing divergence of China's economy is likely to be highlighted
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when the domestic activity data comes out next week.

Oil import data has not shown a significant recovery of Chinese
oil buying yet
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Trade balance surprises on upside, offers support to 2Q growth

Both exports and imports beat forecasts in June, and the net effect was the trade surplus rising
to $125.6bn, the highest level since January 2025. This came in a little stronger than forecasts
(market: 120.1, ING: 120.1) as well.

Through the first half of the year, the trade surplus is actually down -1.3% YoY in USD terms,
and -4.8% in RMB terms, thanks to the strong growth of imports. Intuitively, this suggests that
the contribution to GDP should be negative. But that wasn't the case in the 1Q data, and it's
unlikely to be the case when the 2Q data comes out next week. Adjustment effects should
deliver another positive lift from net exports when the data lands — and it will be badly
needed given the past quarter’s slide in investment and consumption.

The direct impact from the trade balance aside, external demand is also one of the core pillars
supporting industrial activity, a bright spot in the monthly activity data. It remains a key
engine of growth for China and is likely to remain so for the rest of the year.

Lynn Song
Chief Economist, Greater China
lynn.song@ing.com
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Disclaimer

This publication has been prepared by the Economic and Financial Analysis Division of ING Bank N.V. (“ING") solely for
information purposes without regard to any particular user's investment objectives, financial situation, or means. ING forms
part of ING Group (being for this purpose ING Group N.V. and its subsidiary and affiliated companies). The information in the
publication is not an investment recommendation and it is not investment, legal or tax advice or an offer or solicitation to
purchase or sell any financial instrument. Reasonable care has been taken to ensure that this publication is not untrue or
misleading when published, but ING does not represent that it is accurate or complete. ING does not accept any liability for
any direct, indirect or consequential loss arising from any use of this publication. Unless otherwise stated, any views, forecasts,
or estimates are solely those of the author(s), as of the date of the publication and are subject to change without notice.

The distribution of this publication may be restricted by law or regulation in different jurisdictions and persons into whose
possession this publication comes should inform themselves about, and observe, such restrictions.

Copyright and database rights protection exists in this report and it may not be reproduced, distributed or published by any
person for any purpose without the prior express consent of ING. All rights are reserved. ING Bank N.V. is authorised by the
Dutch Central Bank and supervised by the European Central Bank (ECB), the Dutch Central Bank (DNB) and the Dutch Authority
for the Financial Markets (AFM). ING Bank N.V. is incorporated in the Netherlands (Trade Register no. 33031431 Amsterdam). In
the United Kingdom this information is approved and/or communicated by ING Bank N.V., London Branch. ING Bank N.V.,
London Branch is authorised by the Prudential Regulation Authority and is subject to requlation by the Financial Conduct
Authority and limited regulation by the Prudential Regulation Authority. ING Bank N.V., London branch is registered in England
(Registration number BRO00341) at 8-10 Moorgate, London EC2 6DA. For US Investors: Any person wishing to discuss this
report or effect transactions in any security discussed herein should contact ING Financial Markets LLC, which is a member of
the NYSE, FINRA and SIPC and part of ING, and which has accepted responsibility for the distribution of this report in the United
States under applicable requirements.

Additional information is available on request. For more information about ING Group, please visit www.ing.com.
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