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1. Introduction 

 

Trade facilitation is an ever-evolving term that has changed its elements and 

connotations as the world has become more integrated and production more 

fragmented.  In a “narrow sense, trade facilitation efforts could simply address the 

logistics of moving goods through ports or more efficiently moving documentation 

associated with cross-border trade” (Wilson, et al., 2009).  A broader definition 

establishes that trade facilitation is “the simplification and rationalization of customs 

and other administrative procedures that delay or increase the cost of moving goods 

across international borders” (ADB, 2009).  More recently this definition has 

broadened even further to include terms such as celerity, transparency, traceability, 

standards, technology, red tape and harmonization among others.  

Trade facilitation has increased its importance worldwide since the mid 1900´s 

and in the Asian region became a trend after the 1997-1998 crises when many 

countries realized that it was not enough to be export oriented economies.  To fully 

integrate to a globalized world, countries had to become trade oriented.  To be able to 

accomplish this task, governments must allocate part of their budget and staff to be 

able to accomplish the “reduction of tariff rates of protection, and application of 

information and telecommunication technology to speed transactions” (Wilson, et 

al., 2009).  As seen above, trade facilitation is not limited to the reduction or 

elimination of tariffs.  Today, it encompasses a significant change of policies and 

implementation of new processes to reduce bureaucratic red tape and redundant 

border controls as well as investments in technology and training for government 

staff.  

Investing in trade facilitation creates benefits for the government as well as the 

private sector.  Concisely, “the benefits of trade facilitation are not exclusive to the 

business community.  Trade facilitation reforms can generate significant welfare 

gains for the economy as a whole.  The APEC Economic Committee has estimated 

that trade facilitation measures committed to date  will add 0.25% of real GDP to 

APEC (about USD$46 billion in 1997 prices) by 2010, compared to economic gains 

from trade liberalization measures (tariff removal) amounting to 0.16% of real GDP 

(about USD$30 billion)”(Wao and Wilson, 2000).  
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Improving trade logistics has a significant effect on trade competitiveness 

resulting in increased private investment in key tradable sectors, encouraging exports 

and thus creating employment1.   

Reducing trade transaction costs is a necessary complement to economic 

liberalization for developing countries to effectively participate in regional and 

global markets.  The movement of cargo is not limited only by their geographical 

locations, but by border restrictions.  This is especially true for agricultural trade, 

which has the least amount of added value; hence any increase in price can 

potentially decrease access of these goods in foreign markets.  

 

 

2. Trade Facilitation in ASEAN 

 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member countries, have 

made a series of commitments in order to be able to facilitate trade amongst 

themselves and more recently their main trade partners.  These efforts become the 

pillar of a functional economic and trading system given the increase in trade 

fragmentation, manufacturing specialization and the fact that no longer goods hold a 

single origin for their denomination.  

In an initial stage in 1992, the initial 5 ASEAN member states (Brunei, 

Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines, Malaysia and Singapore) agreed to establish the 

ASEAN Free Trade Area.  The commitment amongst these countries is focused in 

lowering intra-regional tariffs by means of the implementation of the Common 

Effective Preferential Tariff (CEPT) which established that all goods produced and 

traded amongst the member countries would have a 0-5% tariff by the year 2015. 

Further to this initial commitment the additional ASEAN countries (Myanmar, 

Vietnam, Cambodia, and Lao PDR) joined the AFTA, agreeing to the same 

conditions, but in a longer term, by the year 2015.  

In addition to the tariff related commitments, the working group also included a 

series of trade facilitation initiatives to be included amongst the activities to be 

pursued under the AFTA.  Given the moment in which these discussions took place 

(early 1990’s), automation was out of the scope.  Rather the efforts were basically 
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focused on the harmonization of Customs procedures, lowering tariffs, implementing 

WTO valuation standards and tariff harmonization.  Implementing these changes 

would set a common ground for trade to take place in the region, all traders and 

government having a clear understanding of how to interact with government 

officials as well as amongst themselves.  

Clearly, with the passing of time and the reality of the world, these efforts are not 

sufficient.  Decreasing tariffs and duties relieves some of the burdens existing for 

intra ASEAN trade, but the core inconveniences are related to activities that need to 

take place in order for cargo to be mobilized amongst countries.  The World Bank 

Doing Business benchmark study analyzes the cost and time needed for a “standard” 

cargo 20-foot container to enter and leave a country.  As it will be noted below, non-

tariff barriers, such as licensing, excessive cargo manipulation, red tape, and 

bureaucratic procedures can increase the cost of trading goods up to an additional 

60% of the cost of cargo at origin.  This is not a real issue when the goods traded are 

of high added value, i.e. electronics, technology goods, fine leather goods, but when 

the cargo traded is of low added value (agricultural goods, basic textiles and apparel) 

a steep increase in price caused by external factor can mean a decrease in 

competitiveness for the goods produced in these countries, or even worst, the 

complete shutdown of trade in those areas.  Below is a comparative table amongst 

the ASEAN member states and the burdens in time and cost “soft” issues have on the 

effectiveness of their trade transactions.  
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Table 1: Doing Business 2013 Trading Across Borders Indicators 
Time for Document Processing and Cargo Handling 

Country Worldwide 
ranking 

Document 
preparation 
and cargo 
handling 

(days-
export) 

Total 
days 
DB 

Percentage 
of time 
spent in 

processing 
(exports) 

Document 
preparation 
and cargo 
handling 

(days-
export) 

Total 
days 
DB 

Percentage 
of time 
spent in 

processing 
(imports) 

Brunei 40 16 19 84.21% 14 15 93.33% 
Cambodia 118 20 22 90.91% 23 26 88.46% 
Malaysia 11 8 11 72.73% 6 8 75.00% 
Myanmar NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 
Lao PDR 160 22 26 84.62% 22 26 84.62% 
Philippines 53 13 15 86.67% 13 14 92.86% 
Singapore 1 3 5 60.00% 3 4 75.00% 
Indonesia 37 14 17 82.35% 21 23 91.30% 
Thailand 20 12 14 85.71% 12 13 92.31% 
Vietnam 74 19 21 90.48% 20 21 95.24% 
 

Time for Document Processing and Cargo Handling 

Country 
Worldwide 

ranking 

Cost of 
cargo 

handling 
(export) 

Total 
costs 
DB 

Percentage 
of cost 
spent in 

processing 
(exports) 

Cost of 
cargo 

handling 
fees 

(Import) 

Total 
costs 
DB 

Percentage 
of cost 
spent in 

processing 
(imports) 

Brunei 40 $480 $680 70.85% $545 $745 73.15% 
Cambodia 118 $585 $755 77.48% $700 $900 77.78% 
Malaysia 11 $265 $435 60.92% $255 $420 60.71% 
Myanmar NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 
Lao PDR 160 $540 $2.146 25.16% $525 $2.125 24.71% 
Philippines 53 $415 $585 70.94% $475 $660 71.97% 
Singapore 1 $315 $456 69.30% $299 $439 68.11% 
Indonesia 37 $484 $644 75.16% $500 $660 75.76% 
Thailand 20 $385 $585 65.81% $540 $750 72.00% 
Vietnam 74 $410 $610 67.21% $400 $600 66.67% 
 

As the charts above detail, in many cases the bulk sum and the majority of days 
are invested in obtaining documentation and actually getting the cargo to mobilize.  
Further proof of the above can be noted in the World Bank Trade Logistics 
Viewpoint where it is noted that “high transactions costs related to trade are driven 
by how public policies, regulations, and procedures interact with import and export 
supply chains. Indeed, “software” issues—such as processing trade-related 
documents and fulfilling clearance requirements by customs and other technical 
control agencies—account for more than 50–60 percent of the total time to export 
and import in many countries around the world”2. Given the above situation, ASEAN 
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countries have moved forward and began the implementation of the ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC). 

 
2.1. From ASEAN to AEC: Trade Specific Commitments  
 

Further to the AFTA, in more recent times ASEAN member states foreseeing the 

need to develop further intraregional trade agreed to sign and actively participate in 

the accomplishment of the goals drafted within the ASEAN Economic Community 

(AEC) blueprint3.  This blue print traces the path to full-on ASEAN economic 

integration and is focused not only on trade related facilitation, but rather includes 

areas of potential regional convergence such as movement of skilled labor, trade in 

services, foreign direct investment etc. 

In regards to trade facilitation specific commitments, it was stipulated that all 

ASEAN member states will abide and implement the improvements included in the 

text by the year 2015.  For some countries this has meant sharing their knowhow and 

international best practices related to trade procedures (i.e. Singapore, Malaysia etc).  

In other cases this has meant massive amounts of investment and training, to be able 

to shift trade customary procedures up to par (i.e. Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, 

Philippines).  

As it was noted in the introduction of the paper, solving the “soft” trade issues 

can generate great benefits to traders and exporting countries.  As noted by the World 

Bank´s Trade Logistics Reforms Viewpoint, “trade logistics reforms have a notable 

effect on the ability of countries to export and import cost-effectively and to become 

effective players in competitive global and regional markets.  Second, trade 

facilitation enhances the productivity of firms.  And third, targeted reforms can 

enable firms to use scarce working capital more effectively by allowing leaner 

inventories, lowering the carrying charges in transit and storage, and reducing 

pilferage and damage4”.  The efforts countries make to facilitate trade not only 

impact traders in a positive manner, rather the entire economy as a whole is 

benefitted from these efforts.  

 

The AEC was conceived in 2007 as one of the three pillars to achieve ASEAN 

regional unity. It is divided into four main pillars.  These are: 
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 Single market and production base 

 Competitiveness 

 Economic Development 

 Integration of the region to the global economy5 
 

To be able to accomplish the above mentioned goals, a series of initiatives have 

to take place, which require vast government commitment and private sector 

cooperation.  In this sense, ASEAN governments have been issuing a series of 

legislative pieces in order to be able to implement the improvements they have 

agreed to comply with by the year 2015.  Some of these commitments include an 

agreement on the trade of goods (further to what was agreed upon with the AFTA), 

an agreement on the trade of services, an investment agreement, freight service 

agreement, intellectual property rights agreement, consumer protection agreement, 

taxation agreement and e-commerce agreement.  The goal of these agreements is to 

“provide a streamlines, consolidated, predictable and transparent set of rules to 

achieve the goals”. 6 

In regards to trade-specific commitments, in accordance to the AEC blueprint, 

what is sought for are “simple, harmonized and standardized trade and customs, 

processes, procedures and related information flows (which) are expected to reduce 

transaction costs in ASEAN (and) which will enhance export competitiveness and 

facilitate the integration of ASEAN into a single market for goods, services and 

investments and a single production base”. 7 

 

In more specific terms, trade facilitation reforms include: 

 Integration of customs structures 

 Modernization of tariff classification, customs valuation practices and origin 
determination 

 Establish an ASEAN e-Customs 

 Improve customs clearance processes  

 Strengthen human skillsets 

 Adopt risk management and audit based controls 
 

There are a series of additional commitments, but the ones explained above are 

directly related to the successful implementation of an ASEAN Single Window as a 

platform for electronic trade in the ASEAN region, offering traders and regional 

governments security and celerity for their trade transactions at a regional level.  
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Furthermore, the ASEAN Single Window will allow for greater B2G interaction to 

be done at a whole-of-government level, and not just at “individual agency” level, 

thus allowing for trade transaction to take place in a more transparent and cohesive 

manner.  

 

2.2. ASEAN Single Window  

In December 2005, the ten ASEAN member States signed an “Agreement to 

Establish and Implement the ASEAN Single Window” (“ASW Agreement”).  This 

was followed by a “Protocol to Establish and Implement the ASEAN Single 

Window” (“ASW Protocol”) in December 2006.  

 

The objectives of this Protocol are: 

a. To provide a legal and technical framework to establish and implement the 
ASEAN Single Window (ASW) and National Single Windows (NSWs) as 
regional commitments towards the establishment of an ASEAN Economic 
Community; 

b. To strengthen the coordination and partnership among Lead agencies/ASEAN 
Customs Administrations and relevant line ministries and agencies and 
economic operators (importers, exporters, transport operators, express 
industries, customs brokers, forwarders, commercial banking entities and 
financial institutions, insurers, and those relevant to the international supply 
chain) to effectively and efficiently implement the ASW; 

c. To encourage participation of economic operators to the implementation of 
the ASW and NSWs; and 

d. To provide technical, functional and operational guidance for the 
implementation of the ASW and NSWs in Member Countries as set forth in 
the ASW Agreement, taking into consideration the ASW Technical Guide. 

 
These treaties envisage that the ASEAN member States will first operationalize their 

National Single Windows (“NSWs”) by specified deadlines,  before proceeding to 

accomplish the more complex task of establishing the ASEAN Single Window (for 

which no deadline was provided in the treaties).  

The ASEAN Single Window (“ASW”) is defined in the agreement as “The 

environment where National Single Windows of Member Countries operate and 

integrate”, where “The National Single Window is a system which enables: 

 a single submission of data and information; 
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 a single and synchronous processing of data and information; and 

 a single decision-making for customs release and clearance. A single 
decision-making shall be uniformly interpreted as a single point of decision 
for the release of cargoes by the Customs on the basis of decisions, if 
required, taken by line ministries and agencies communicated in a timely 
manner to the Customs” 

 
In March 2006, the ASEAN Secretariat published the ASW Technical Guide, 

which clearly states the vision and perspectives of the ASEAN Single Window: 

 “The ASEAN Single Window (ASW) is a trade-facilitating environment 

operating on the basis of standardized information parameters, procedures, 

formalities, international best practices as relevant to the release and clearance of 

cargoes at entry points of ASEAN under any particular customs regime (imports, 

exports, and others).  It pursues a more accelerated release of cargoes being shipped 

to, and from ASEAN in order to reduce transaction costs and time required for 

customs clearance in the region.  The ASW should also be seen as part of the global 

supply chain and of the logistics industry working for the effective realization of the 

ASEAN Economic Community.” 

The original timeline for the implementation of first six AMS namely Brunei 

Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand to complete 

its respective National Single Windows (NSW) by 2008, while remaining four AMS, 

the CLMV countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam) to complete 

their NSW by 2012.  Subsequently these timeline have been pushed to 2012 and 

2015 respectively.  

Customs modernization involves the simplification of procedures, which 

includes the removal of “red tape” at the border.  National Single Windows take this 

one step further, by allowing traders to complete all of their regulatory requirements 

through a nationwide border control system.  The next logical step is to facilitate the 

exchange of cross-border information between both governments and the private 

sector, which would be achieved by implementing the ASEAN Single Window. 

A National Single Window plays a vital role in meeting the trade facilitation 

objectives of governments which, in simple terms, are to reduce clearance times at 

the border.  Nevertheless, while the objectives of implementing a National Single 

Window are the same for each of the Member States, their regulatory requirements 
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are very different.  The objective of the ASEAN Single Window, therefore, is not to 

impose any regulatory requirements at the regional level.  It simply provides an 

environment for National Single Windows to operate and integrate. 

In the ASEAN Single Window, ASEAN member states have agreed to 

implement an advanced form of Single Window integration i.e. the one that 

generates full seamless connectivity between national Single Windows.  It is to be 

noted that when implemented properly, this can facilitate trade, lesser bureaucratic 

burdens for traders, optimize government staff and budget and increase 

competitiveness.  According to the AEC blueprint, “the implementation of measures 

of simplifying, harmonizing and standardizing trade and customs, processes, 

procedures and the application of ICT in all areas related to trade facilitation would 

be paramount in the ultimate creation of an ASEAN Single Window”. 8  

The benefits of implementing the ASEAN Single Window are therefore likely to 

become more and more evident over the next few years, as each of the Member 

States embark on trade facilitation improvements programmes and implement their 

National Single Windows.  When all ten National Single Windows have been 

integrated through the ASEAN Single Window, it would not be unreasonable to 

expect ASEAN to be the easiest region in the world to trade with. 

 
 
2.2.1. ASEAN Single Window Timelines  
 

The ASEAN Single Window has been conceived as an effort all ASEAN 

member states have to make in order for the region to interact as a single unit 

regarding any foreign trade transactions.  The ASEAN Single Window will allow the 

ASEAN member states to standardize trade related processes (licensing, 

documentation, inspections processes etc.) in such a way that third party traders and 

governments communicate with all countries in block.  Amongst themselves the 

countries benefit the members by not only lowering tariffs, but by acknowledging 

standardization efforts, and sharing sensitive information about traders and goods.  

Additionally, allowing for a “single block” trade amongst Southeast Asian nations 

will allow for a stronger negotiation platform, given its closest commercial 

competing neighbors – China and India.  
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ASEAN member states have agreed that their NSW will be fully operational by 

the year 20159 prior to beginning the implementation of the ASW.  Ideally, the role 

of the ASW is to integrate the NSW of all ASEAN member states and create a single 

platform in which traders and government agencies submit trade (cargo) related 

information in a single space and all approvals, processing and payments necessary 

are done in a seamless manner.  Additionally, the ASW will include a trade 

repository, capacity building programs for the public and private sector, and 

implementation of existing best practices in the region.  

ASEAN region governments have been in the process of updating their 

legislation and staff in order to be able to embrace the change that will begin to take 

place in full force as of the year 2015.  Some countries such as Singapore and 

Malaysia who have been modernizing their trade systems and processes since the late 

90´s and early 2000´s have less modifications to make, as they have functioning 

systems.  Rather, their role is to share best practices and lessons learnt in such a way 

that work are not duplicated in the other countries in the region.  

 

 

3.  2015 Assumptions and ASEAN Members NSW Reality 

 

Based on the Protocol detailed above, by the year 2015 all 10 ASEAN member 

states must have fully functional NSW that can be interconnected amongst 

themselves to form the ASW.  To be noted, this not only means that the NSW 

connect, this means that all local technical control agencies acting in trade 

transactions, be it at the front end in cargo manipulation processes or the back end 

issuing licenses, controlling the usage of import and/or export quotas, and the 

payment of royalties.  All these agencies have to be connected in a seamless manner 

to the NSW.  With all agencies integrated in the NSW platform, cargo handling, 

documentation issuance and cargo release will be done in a more effective manner.   

Clearly, this is a task that is easier said than done, mostly given the existing 

disparities among the ASEAN countries in regards to automation of government 

systems.  Below is an image of the current standing of the ASEAN countries 
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regarding the design and implementation of their NSW, as well as its integration to 

local Customs system.  

Table 2:_Status of National Single Window Systems in ASEAN Member States 

(as of May 2013) 

 
 

 

4. USAID Program  

 

Given the disparities detailed above, USAID has decided to support the 

implementation of the ASW.  The program is composed of three components that are 

detailed as follows: 

 Component 1: establishing the ideal network architecture to conduct the ASW 
pilot without using a central server. In this sense, it is handy to clarify that 
ASEAN countries have not yet established if ASW will be a central platform 
which processes all requests incoming to the region and connects to the agencies 
within the countries that have to interact in a specific part of the trade process, or 
rather, there are not a central platform and simply interconnect the NSW under a 
single user interphase, but keeping all systems independent.  

 Component 2: setting up the agreed infrastructure to implement the ASW Pilot 
Project. This component, given its complexity has been divided into 2 
subcomponents – a scaled-down pilot and a later scaled-up pilot to test the 
recommended architecture under component 1. In 2012 the scaled-down pilot 
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was implemented on 7 ASEAN countries10. This pilot tested the exchange of 
ASEAN Customs Declaration Document (ACDD) and ASEAN Trade in Goods 
Agreement (ATIGA) Form D data among the participating AMS. Messages 
include test data only. Funding for the scaled-up pilot is yet to be secured.  

 Component 3: Evaluation and viability analysis of the pilot project. Given that 
Component 2 is still pending the scaling-up phase of the initiative, this element 
has not been done. 

 

Parallel to these specific IT related components, member countries are currently 

in the process of analysing the existing legal gaps (mainly countries that are yet to 

implement their NSW) and issuing the necessary legislation, based on the regional 

best practices, in order to be able to implement the ASW in a seamless manner.  

Legislation to be issued can include topics such as e-commerce, e-banking, digital 

signature, validity or proof or digital support documents, archives of digital 

documents, etc11.  

Additionally, government representatives involved in the ASW have done 

extensive consultations with the private sector in order to begin assessing the 

capacity building needs traders and their intermediaries may have with the 

implementation of NSW and further the ASW.  

As can be noted above, there are still significant monetary and human efforts that 

need to take place in order to make the dream of all ASEAN countries having a 

functional NSW by 2015.  Even further manpower and monetary efforts are needed 

to be able to implement the ASW, and further to this, find the necessary 

infrastructural and legal support for information to flow in a free, seamless manner at 

a regional level among B2G and G2G.  

 

 

5. Examples of Successful Cases of Regional Integration Initiatives 

 

It is important to note that there are examples of success in digital integration 

amongst developing countries in other regions of the world.  Latin America, Africa 

and Asia all have success cases that are showcased worldwide as international best 

practices and can be replicated in other regions.  
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5.1. Digital Certificates of Origin between Colombia, Chile, Mexico and the 
Andean Community of Nations 

 

Under the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Tourism during form Minister Plata’s 

mandate, Colombia was the first country in the Latin America and Caribbean region 

to design and implement Digital Certificates of Origin.  Based on the existing Free 

Trade Agreements with the main regional counterparts (Andean Community of 

Nations, CARICOM, G-3, Chile, ALADI) and the ongoing negotiations with the 

USA and the EU, as well as technical and financial assistance from the IADB the 

effort invested in implementing this tool was completely logical.  

Before the implementation of the tool, traders went to the office of the Ministry 

of Trade’s national or regional offices (today they go to Customs), to submit a set of 

forms which include the sworn origin form and the percentage of origin form.  After 

this, the Ministry issued the Certificate of Origin in original physical form signed and 

stamped by the authorized government official.  When using this methodology, 

traders have to submit the request and wait for the staff at the Ministry to sign and 

stamp their certificates in the order they wish, not in the order in which requests were 

submitted.  Human error is always present in these transactions as is the possibility of 

losing or misplacing documents.  Additionally, traders had to pay an average UDS$5 

dollars per certificate issued.  The occurrence of these situations, as well as the pay 

practically disappears with the implementation of the digital certificate of origin.  It 

is important to keep in mind that unless two or more nations agree to acknowledge 

this form of support document as original, countries will continue to use the physical 

certificate as a valid support document to trade amongst them.   

On July 2, 2009 by means of Decision Number 4 of the Commission of the Free 

Trade Agreement among Colombia and Chile the parties involved acknowledged the 

validity of the digital certificate of origin to be sent amongst both nations.  Further to 

this accomplishment, in September 2009 full digital documentary exchange with 

Mexico and by May 2012 the country was able to exchange digital forms of this 

document with ALADI countries.  On the other hand, Chile issues 50% of its origin 

certificates for Colombia on a digital form and Mexico issues 90% of them in digital 

form.  Further to the above, in November 2012 the Andean Community of Nations 
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issued its decision number 775 by which it acknowledged digital certificates of 

origin as the support documentation to benefit goods traded amongst the member 

nations12.  

According to the OECD “the process to develop the digital Certificate of Origin 

under the Colombian Single Window for Foreign Trade has as its biggest 

achievement the expediting of the issuance of the document.  Before, the filing and 

requesting of this document by exporters was done physically, had a series of steps to 

be followed, which ended up being a process that took 2 or 3 days business days. 

With the implementation of ICT this process takes an average of 10 minutes to take 

place, generating significant savings, given that fewer personnel is needed to provide 

assistance, as well as savings in paper and additional necessary office utilities”13.  In 

brief, the benefits of implementing this tool include: 

 
 24/7 attention from government official to private sector representatives 

requesting Certificates of Origin 

 Less discretion from government officials as the “first come first serve” principle 
is applied to all request sent by the platform.  

 The authenticity of the signature and document is of 100% as the signature that 
supports the document is digital and there is no margin of error 

 The arrival of the document to the country of destination is practically granted, 
unless there is an internet failure. There is no human manipulation of the 
certificate; hence there is no possibility of losing or damaging the document.  

 Availability nation-wide where there is internet 

 The transaction is free for exporters or their representatives 
 

In brief, according to Angela Ospina Deputy Director for Foreign Trade at the 

Colombian Ministry of Trade Industry and Tourism, “the implementation of this tool 

further facilitates trade transactions and benefits exporting countries greatly.  It’s an 

effort well paid off, given the increase in Free Trade Agreements and in volumes of 

trade.  Having this tool allows the government to maximize its staffing resources 

while at the same benefiting the private sector”14.  

 

5.2. Pan Asian E-Commerce Alliance (PAA) 
 

The Pan Asian E-Commerce Alliance (PAA) was created in 2000 amongst 

private sector representatives which provide the governments of Singapore, Taiwan 
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and Honk Kong electronic customs systems.  The idea of this Alliance was to further 

encourage trade via the usage of electronic documents transferred in a safe and 

seamless manner amongst importers and exporters.  Initially the PAA was composed 

of 3 members, today it has eleven member countries in Asia 15 , 150,000 

organizations16 and is expanding to Exchange documents with companies based in 

the EU, UK and APEC member countries.  

The main goal of the PAA is to reduce administrative, stationary, courier and 

purchasing costs traders have to pay in order to be able to trade.  This is done by 

means of granting proper B2B connection and communication in this platform.  This 

platform allows traders to send cargo related documents across borders.  Examples of 

exchanged documents include commercial invoices, purchase orders, advanced 

shipment notices, packing lists, bill of lading (BL), air way bill, sea way bill, digital 

certificates of origin etc.  Furthermore the platform allows for traders to have a data 

repository within it, thus allowing them to have access to older information and not 

have to fill all applications and information as new on a transaction basis.  

To be able to accomplish the above, the PAA has developed the Certification 

Authority Mutual Recognition Scheme which is basically a robust legal and technical 

framework that allows member companies to issue and acknowledge digital 

documents and digital signatures as originals, and gives these the same validity that a 

physical document during litigation.  The PAA has gone as far as to create 

certification authority, the Pan Asian Certificate Policy Authority whose role is to 

oversee the usage of these facilitation mechanisms.  In addition to the above, the 

PAA has its own dispute resolution system, in which companies which are 

unsatisfied with a certain situation can go to an e-commerce expert panel and get 

their dispute resolved by rulings done by sound technical experts.  

But, not only is the private sector benefited by this initiative.  Governments 

where this initiative is active have benefitted from best practices adopted within the 

international private sector community which have translated into more efficient 

trade transactions, leaner supply chains and more effective trade community.  It is 

not a coincidence that the countries that have implemented this initiative are also 

ranked in the highest places in the Doing Business benchmark study.  
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5.3.  RADDEx 

African countries have been making a constant effort to ease the burden to trade 

and constantly improving their customs and ICT.  Proof of this is the fact that forty-

two17 countries currently use ASYCUDA as a means to automate the interaction 

between the private sector and customs authorities, and to further enhance customs 

activities in risk management and cargo selectivity.  

Unfortunately there is a downfall to these efforts, even if there are a series of 

African unions and trade agreements i.e. EAC, COMESA to mention a few, there is 

little information sharing or cross border interaction amongst the countries in this 

region.  The Revenue Authorities Digital Data Exchange (RADDEx) system is an 

effort to implement a region-wide system in the future.  RADDEx is software that 

transmits customs declarations data in real time from the trader/customs broker 

generating the declaration through the borders and transit points until the border of 

exit or entry of cargo18.  This allows for the seamless and timely transmission of 

cargo support data, thus reducing the time to trade, duplication of documents and 

information and the implementation of cargo risk management (as cargo support 

information arrives prior to cargo itself to the checkpoints and/or borders).  “In East 

Africa, where RADDEx is fully implemented in Partner Member States, in excess of 

900 declarations per day are transmitted from Port of Mombasa in Kenya through 

Malaba border post at the Kenya/Uganda border.  These declarations are accessed by 

customs officers and clearing agents, days before the goods arrive at the border, often 

facilitating instant crossing, saving transport costs in excess of $700 per day.  And 

these lowered transport costs should directly contribute to a lower end price of the 

goods when they reach the market place”. 19  The process of implementation of this 

system has been supported and aided by USAID COMPETE Program and in some 

occasions by the South African Global Competitiveness Hub (Trade Hub). RADDEx 

has been implemented in the East African countries as well as in Southern Africa 

(which has not proven to be successful). 

The implementation of RADDEx implied generating consensus with a wide 

array of players, not only internally in the countries that have implemented it, but 

also cross border with the government authorities who will be interacting with the 
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system and receiving cargo support data through it.  Additionally, government 

official and private sector representative had to undergo extensive training to 

understand the usage and benefits of the implementation of this system for the 

countries that use it.  This is a very sensitive topic since the implementation of 

RADDEx implies investments in hardware and software, and many times benefits of 

the implementation are not obvious in the short term.  

Clearly, these efforts have to be met up with mutual recognition agreements, so 

documents issued by third countries are acknowledged as valid support documents 

and not an excuse to stop cargo at the border.  Furthermore a legal overhaul has to 

take place in order to be able to establish the legal means to exchange digital 

information as well as grant validity to digital documents, not only for the purse of 

data exchange or cargo release, but as legitimate proof in case of any doubt related to 

a trade transaction.  

 

 

6. Recommendations for the Successful Design and Implementation 
of the ASEAN Single Window 

 

There is no clear road to follow to successfully implement ASW in a short term. 

Countries within ASEAN have technological disparities, and varied trading patterns.  

Singapore, on the one hand has no need to protect nascent or local industries as there 

is a very limited exporting sector, while countries like Cambodia or the Philippines 

have strong protectionist policies which can potentially create burdens to trade within 

the region.  The ASW should seek to reduce time, documents and cost to trade, while 

keeping local and security interests as priorities for all member countries.  

ASEAN countries have already made significant efforts to set up a standard and 

common format for Customs Declarations with the name of “ASEAN Customs 

Declaration Document (ACDD)”.  ACDD was developed using the SAD1 as a 

basis/reference.  Out of the numerous variation of information, piled up by the 

requirements from each Customs of ASEAN member States, 48 information 

parameters, commonly required by most of the Member States, have been picked up 

to compose the ACDD.  The current stage of ACDD is that ASEAN member States 

are still exploring the options on the usage of the ACDD at the regional level.  It has 
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been decided that as long as the 48 information parameters (except for one Member 

State who has agreed on 34) are in the national data set of customs, the ASEAN 

member States is considered to have complied with ACDD. 

In addition to the ACDD, ASEAN member states have also agreed in a standard 

format for Preferential Certificate of Origin called ATIGA Form D, with which 

various data exchange trials have been conducted among ASEAN countries with 

satisfactory results.  Other Certificates such as Sanitary and Phytosanitary 

Certificates are also envisaged to be exchanged in digital form through the ASW.  

Regardless to the efforts mentioned above, there are huge disparities among 

ASEAN countries. Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines, and Thailand have 

already built a functional NSW which means that there is B2G and G2G 

communication – all agencies involved in trade transaction have been linked to the 

platform in order to be able to interact through it with the business community.  

These countries then have different priorities, and should now focus their efforts in 

designing and testing quality standards and characteristics to be able to expand the 

usage of the platform to B2B activities, as well as invest their efforts in the reduction 

of documentation needed to trade.  Until today, even best practice countries duplicate 

information among the cargo support document.  Finally, they should aid the more 

challenged countries and share their installed capacity an best practices in order to 

expedite the process of setting up their NSW.   

Parallel to the above, given that there is no clear definition of the activities that 

will take place within the ASW platform, ASEAN countries have all embarked in 

different roads of government agency integration to the system.  Brunei and Vietnam 

have built their Customs Single window, which centers all customs related activity 

within a same platform through which traders, customs brokers, freight forwarders 

etc. can file the following support documents: import and export declaration 

processing, payment and communication with Customs at port level.  Thus far, their 

efforts do not include the integration of other technical control agencies to the 

platform in the short term.  

On the less evolved front, Lao PDR has created trade point portals, to be able to 

expedite trade transactions at points of entry and exist (land, sea, air) so as to 

decrease time to trade and congestion in warehousing facilities.  Cambodia and 
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Myanmar have recently begun building the customs system and digitalizing 

documents.  Thus far, the system does not have B2G or G2G functionalities.  

Based on the above considerations, below is a list of short and long term 

recommendations to be able to accomplish what is stipulated in the Jakarta Protocol 

regarding the ASW.  We propose the implementation of the ASW should take place 

in a phased approach for two specific reasons. In the first place, phasing the 

implementation of high-impact trade related improvements generate tangible results 

in the short term, thus creating momentum as to the success and positive impact that 

these implementations bring to society.  When this momentum and approval is 

created, proposing or implementing greater in depth reforms is less bureaucratically 

heavy, as public and private sector have already been sensitize and have an 

understanding of the efforts made.  

 

6.1.Short Term Recommendations 

Below are a series of recommendations that, based on the stage of development 

of al ASEAN countries regarding their National Single Windows could be 

implemented in the short term to be able to accomplish successful changes in trade 

transactions.  These can be implemented between 2015 and 2020. 

Private sector involvement: Given the important role of the private sector in 

providing input for business process analysis, data standardization and 

harmonization, consultation with the industry/private sector are crucial.  Thus, a 

regular forum for public‐private sector engagement should be held both at the 

regional and national levels for ASW and NSWs, respectively.  This can be via the 

creation of Steering and Technical committees for the Single Windows.  

In addition to the feedback that can be provided by the private sector, the effort 

to incorporate the private sector is the means to sensitize the private sector in regards 

to the change in the customs that will take place with the implementation of the 

ASW.  It is not clear what benefits the ASW or NSW will reap for the private sector, 

rather it is normally perceived as additional investment in technology and 

connectivity and not in security and effectiveness.  

Standardization of procedures: An effective ASW depends on effective and 

inclusive NSWs.  Thus, it is necessary to strengthen and standardize the existing 
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NSWs that are at different level of developments, and expedite their development.  

Finally, National Trade Repositories (NTRs), where traders and government agencies 

can check tariffs and trade related regulations, as this would generate greater legal 

security for traders and better understanding with government agencies.  

Online payments: The implementation of online payment mechanisms, via the 

usage of debit cards, credit cards or giro.  In addition to the above these payments 

mechanisms should ideally be extended not only for Customs and the payment of 

taxes and tariffs.  Ideally it will be extended to technical control government 

agencies that issue licenses, any agency which interacts in trade transactions that has 

any sort of collection and payment fees for inspections.  

Back-office/support documentation digitalization: It is not sufficient to build 

an online documentary repository or single window.  What is really necessary is the 

digitalization of technical control agency back-offices.  The efforts invested in 

creating facilitation tools may be diminished if government agencies continue to 

keep documents in physical form in various places in the country.  Time to issues 

licenses will not decrease if all support information is not available in a handy 

manner. Real efficiencies from ICT come from business process re-engineering and 

automating the entire re-engineered process.  

Digitalization of support documents: As was explained in the Latin American 

example included within the text above, documents should be digitalized and shared 

in a digital form, as Certificates of Origin are shared amongst Colombia, Chile and 

Mexico.  The pilot in the ASEAN region can take the international best practice 

presented in Latin America, or can choose to share other cargo support documents in 

digital form such as phyto-sanitary certificates, technical standards certificates, etc.  

 

6.2.Medium and Long Term – Year 2020 

Should ASEAN governments succeed in the implementation of the short term 

recommendations detailed above, they should move forward in implementing these 

deeper reforms that will finalize the possibility of accomplishing trade transactions in 

a seamless manner.  These more complex processes can begin to take place in the 

year 2020, at the latest, when all NSW are up to date, functional and under the same 

standard.  
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Physical infrastructure readiness:  All ICT related efforts, be it NSW, ASW or 

Customs systems will be diminished if road, air and port infrastructure is not readily 

available for the expedite movement of cargo.  Licenses can be issued in one day, but 

if cargo takes days to move the efforts go unnoticed.  

E-commerce legislation: Having E-commence legislation readily issued will 

allow to reap the full benefits of the ICT efforts invested by the ASEAN countries. 

This legislation has to include digital signature, digital documentary proof, and clear 

liabilities regarding the proper way to handle electronic documents.  Likewise 

legislation has to be issued at a local and regional level so information can be shared 

at a regional level.  Disparities can result in trade taking place in a physical manner.  

Adoption of integrated risk management border controls to ensure cross 

border compliance:  implementing integrated risk management within the ASW 

will allow for detailed controls of types of cargo and traders mobilizing cargo in the 

region.  All technical control agencies involved in trade transactions should be able 

to include their missionary risk criteria within the system in such a way that all 

possible risks inherent to a shipment can be analyzed to be able to determine its 

selectivity.  Furthermore, ex-post controls should be implemented so as to not leave 

any trace of doubt of lack of compliance.  

Encourage the usage of pre clearance and pre certification programs: The 

aim of this initiative is to decrease congestion in wet and dry ports and allow for a 

more expedite physical movement of cargo, thus decreasing costs for the private 

sector.  Additionally, granting local authorities the possibility to have information 

submitted to them prior to the arrival of cargo generates a better risk assessment and 

compliance with further security measures. 

 

 

7. Conclusions  

 

Based on the analysis provided and the proven viability of the implementation of 

these facilitation measures, it can be concluded that, not only is the ASW an effort 

that will benefit the public and private sector in the short term, but rather it’s the first 

of many automation initiatives to be implemented by ASEAN countries to improve 
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their connectivity and interaction with the global business environment.  This 

interaction includes B2B, B2G and G2G interaction in such a way to be able to 

connect the entire trade community.  

An additional aspect to be developed in the future for the ASW is the possibility 

to widen the scope or increase the depth of integration with other countries, not 

necessarily full-fledged members of ASEAN (India, China, NZ, and Australia).  This 

will allow for not only regional seamless trade, but rather for smoother international 

trade, where supply chains can be lean and all trade transactions efficient. 

Further to the above, to be able to disseminate the benefits of the ASW, it is 

necessary to set up and establish proper communications mechanisms.  These 

communications mechanisms shall be led by the appropriate government agencies, in 

charge of advocating trade facilitation. 

In conclusion, the ideal scenario for the year 2020 would be full integration of 

technical control agencies’ processes for obtaining all cargo support documents.  

This would be done via the implementation of digital signatures and online payment 

systems in such a way that no person to person interaction takes place.  Ultimately, 

via the implementation of the ASW the governments where the cargo is originated 

will be able to submit documentation electronically to the countries of destination of 

the cargo in a seamless digital manner prior to the arrival of the cargo, in such a way 

that risks can be assessed ex-ante and no unnecessary delays would occur in the port 

or warehouses.  

Regarding customs transactions traders should be able to file and submit all 

import and export declarations (regardless of the modality being used), and this will 

include the processing of information on the usage of quotas, subsidies or drawbacks.  

Likewise, via the sage of this system traders should be able to pay all fees and duties 

related to an export or import transaction via an online payment button.  Lastly, 

given that Customs is the government agency that effectively controls the entrance 

and exit of cargo to a country it should be the agency in charge of hosting the 

integrated risk management system, which includes the specific risks of the technical 

control agencies interacting in trade transactions.  These agencies will either 

introduce themselves or sent to Customs the information regarding the origin of their 
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cargo related risk, so it can be inputted into the Customs hosted system and be a part 

of the security risks analyzed. 

On the other hand by 2020 the ASW should include the processing of 

information regarding port and shipping activities.  With this all government 

agencies involved in trade transactions (not just customs) can be able to verify the 

risk inherent to specific cargo prior event to the trader filing the import declaration. 

As a final consideration, being ahead of the curve of Single Window 

implementation can potentially harm developed countries, given that these have 

robust systems based on older legislation and available technology.  Sometimes this 

means loose a competitive edge compared to those countries who took a longer time 

to implement but end up having a more functional system and up to date system.  In 

this case less developed countries can become a best practice, and countries that used 

to be trend makers will also have to invest in human capacity building and ICT 

infrastructure to revamp their systems.  
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