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International trade collapsed, and also became much less multilateral, 
during the 1930s. Previous studies, looking at aggregate trade �ows, 
have argued that trade policies had relatively little to do with either 
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If trade policy ever mattered, it surely did so during the 1930s. This paper 
examines the dramatic shift toward protection which occurred in the United 
Kingdom from 1931 onward. It asks whether tariffs and quotas can help to explain 
the British import collapse of the period. It also asks whether trade policy contrib-
uted to one of the most notable features of interwar trade, namely its decreasingly 
multilateral nature. Table 1 documents an increasing share of empiresy s666-0.01al 
spheres of in�uence, in the trade of several leading countries between 1929 and 



https://cepr.org/content/trade-depression/uk-interwar-trade-data
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A. Relationship to Previous Literature and Road Map

Interwar Protection and the Total Value of Trade.—Despite the reputation of 
interwar protectionism, the quantitative literature has not been kind to claims 
that the global trade collapse of 1929–33 was mainly due to trade policy.4 In an 
in�uential contribution, Irwin (1998b) quanti
es the impact of the Smoot-Hawley 
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not greatly so. Eichengreen and Irwin conclude that “the tendency tow-  (ard rec)15 gional-9
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in 1931 and 1932 was therefore all the more dramatic. As elsewhere, the Great 



333DE BROMHEAD ET AL.: WHEN BRITAIN TURNED INWARDVOL. 109 NO. 2

Quotas were introduced for several agricultural commodities, on the basis that 
policy needed to serve the interests of “the home producer 
rst, Empire producers 
second, and foreign producers last” (Richardson 1936, p. 138). Imports from 
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ied.26 Online Appendix Sections  1 and  3 list the top commodities and trading 
partners in our sample.

Following Broda and Weinstein (2006), we will refer in what follows to each 
of our 258 product categories as a good, and to imports of each of these goods 
from a particular country as a variety. Unfortunately, successive volumes of the 
British trade statistics seem to have differed in the extent to which they separated 

26
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out imports of particular goods from marginal suppliers; over time they seem to 
have increasingly lumped these into the “other countries” category. This makes 
it impossible to replicate Broda and Weinstein’s analysis of the evolution of the 
intensive and extensive margins. The number of goods imported into the United 
Kingdom from our 42 countries diminished over time: from 255–258 in 1924 –1928, 
to 245–247 in 1929–1932, to 236 or 237 in 1934 –1938. Again, these successive 
declines correspond with successive volumes of the trade statistics.

Nonetheless, it seems that the intensive margin accounted for essentially all 
of the trade collapse and subsequent recovery. For example, take the volume of 
trade statistics covering the years 1929–1933: within this volume, the reporting of 
countries and goods was consistent over time. The number of varieties imported 
into the UK was 1,338 in 1929, 1,354 in 1930, 1,339 in 1931, 1,319 in 1932, and 
1,298 in 1933. The total number of varieties imported thus fell by only 3 percent 
between 1929 and 1933.27 More systematically, we can decompose the decline 
in UK imports between 1929 and 1933 in the manner of Kehoe and Ruhl (2013, 
p. 380)
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whether a particular restriction affected imports of a particular good from a particu-
lar country in a particular year. Details are given in online Appendix 4.

As mentioned in Section I, Britain signed a number of trade treaties with 

https://www.globalfinancialdata.com/index.html
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where ​η​ is the elasticity of transformation between the two outputs, and ​​α​​ D​​ is the 
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Substituting (6) into (8), and taking logs, we obtain

(9)



 ꀋ 

 ​g​ is a member of goods category ​h​ ; and where ​​d​gt​​​ and ​​d​gc​​​ represent 
good times year, and good times country, 
xed effects. We follow Santos Silva and 
Tenreyro (2006), and use a Poisson pseudo maximum likelihood (PPML) estimator 
to estimate (10). Since our 9  ; and whe258<</ActualText<FEFF200B>>> BDC2F( )Tj
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where ​​p​​M​t​​​​​ is an aggregate import price index, ​​I​t​​​ is an import volume index, ​​
d​g​​​ represents 258 good-speci
c 
xed effects, ​​
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imports, we can calculate the impact of the shift in protection which took place from 
1931 onward.

Since our elasticities are (mostly) estimated econometrically, we draw 1,000 
separate values for each of them, from normal distributions whose means and 
standard errors were described in the previous section. We use these elasticities 
to estimate our counterfactual “no policy shift” equilibrium 1,000 times for each 
year.

A. The Impact of the Change in Trade Policy on the Total Value of Imports

First, we compute the total value of UK imports in our actual and 
counterfactual  scenarios. Denote these by ​I​M​ Actual​ Total ​​ and ​I​M​ CF1930​ Total  ​​  Total ​​
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between 1929 and 1933 (the twenty-
fth and seventy-
fth percentile equivalents 
being 18.6 and 30.8  percent, respectively), and 31.1 percent of the decline in 
imports between 1930 and 1933 (the twenty-
fth and seventy-
fth percentile 
equivalents being 23.5 and 38.9 percent, respectively). These are substantial 
impacts, but they are smaller than the results implied by Kitson and Solomou 
(1990): our benchmark elasticities imply that the post-1930 shift to protection 
lowered UK manufactured imports by 12.6 percent, rather than the 48 percent 
implied by their results.49 Our results are consistent with Irwin’s (1998b) results 
for the United States, and suggest that, as in the United States, the majority of the 
decline in UK imports during this period was due to falling incomes.

B. The Impact of the Change in Trade Policy on the Empire’s Share of UK Imports

We next turn to the impact of protection on the share of UK imports coming 
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percentile counterfactual estimates for 1935 are 30.4 and 32.4, respectively.)50 
Our  mean estimate implies that protection accounted for 77  percent of the shift 
toward Empire between 1930 and 1933 (the twenty-
fth and seventy-
fth percentile 
equivalents being 67.7 and 86.1 percent, respectively), and for 64 percent of the shift 
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we have also found that the shift toward protection, which was explicitly discrim-
inatory, substantially increased the share of UK imports coming from the British 
Empire. Our mean estimates suggest that trade policy can explain over 70 percent 
of the increase in the Empire’s share of UK imports between 1930 and 1933. Other 
forces served to increase that share still further, but the impact of British protec-
tionism was substantial. As late as 1938, trade policies can still account for over 
50 percent of the shift toward Empire experienced since 1930.

What would we have found had we not had data on tariffs and trade for our 258 
goods? What if we had only been able to calculate tariffs using more aggregate 
data? Calculating average tariffs by dividing tariff revenue by the value of the ate 
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accounted for 13 percent of the shift toward Empire, whereas in fact they accounted 
for over 50 percent.

Methodologically, this paper suggests that there are advantages to using 
trade and trade policy data that are as disaggregated as possible, and look-
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