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5.   JUSTIFICATION AND OPTIONS FOR  
NATIONAL MECHANISMS TO COORDINATE  
TRADE AND TRANSPORT FACILITATION 

 
 
The rapid growth of the international trade of the countries in the UNESCAP region 
over the past decade is in part explained by the impact of two phenomena: the 
worldwide trend towards liberalization of the conditions for international trade and the 
increasing globalization of manufacturing and service industries. 
 
These phenomena have placed the export competitiveness of the region’s countries 
under considerable pressure and have strengthened the need for these countries to 
adopt trade policy and management measures which will make them more 
competitive in world markets.  
 
The strong export performance of the Asian countries greatly benefited from low 
labour costs in the past.  However, with economic development, labour cost are on 
increase in most developing countries of the region.  Reduction of trade transaction 
costs and transport costs are obvious solutions for countries to maintain their market 
competitiveness. Trade and transport facilitation has thus become an important 
means by which countries in the region can further increase their international trade. 
 
 

5.1   Why are better coordination mechanisms needed? 
  
Among the measures needed to improve trade competitiveness in the region are 
those which remove physical and non-physical barriers to trade and transport, 
including development of transport infrastructure and the simplification and 
harmonization of documentation and procedures. Not all of these remedies will be 
available through the simple modification of documentation and procedures. Some 
will also require adjustment of trade and transport policies, legal documents and 
administrative structure.  
 
The UNESCAP region contains several landlocked countries which require access to 
the sea through neighbouring countries. For these countries, removal of trade and 
transport barriers assumes a special importance, as many are handicapped by 
having to move their cargo across several borders and as a consequence face 
logistics costs which can threaten the competitiveness of their goods in foreign 
markets. 
 
Undoubtedly, many of the region’s countries have in recent years made some 
progress in the removal of barriers which impair their trade growth and 
competitiveness (including the removal of barriers to efficient and effective transport). 
However, the fact remains that in the case of most sub-regions, the growth of intra-
regional trade continues to be constrained by the presence of mostly institutional 
barriers to cross-border trade and transport. 
 
International trade and transport involve many government agencies and private 
sector.  Collaboration and coordination of the agencies and public/private sectors are 
essential for removal of the barriers to international trade and transport. 
 
Very few countries of the region have in place adequate coordination mechanisms 
and most would stand to benefit from an improvement of the mechanisms which are 
currently in place.  Some facilitation committees face various difficulties in operations. 
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5.2 What role and form should coordination mechanisms take? 
  
As observed in the preceding chapters, the coordination mechanisms already 
established within the region vary widely in terms of their role and form. 
 
With support from the UNECE and the World Bank, all three of the South Caucasian 
countries have established facilitation committees, with balanced public/private 
sector membership (known as Pro committees), and with a charter to address the  
range of issues related both to trade and to transport facilitation. Thus, for example, 
these committees address both problems at the level of national trade and transport 
policy and at the level of border crossing procedures.  
 
The countries of Central Asia appear to have established separate committees, or 
designated separate administrative bodies, to deal independently with trade 
facilitation and with transport facilitation issues. Additionally, the memberships of 
these coordination bodies appear to include very few, if any, representatives from 
private sector transport or trade service organizations. 
 
In the case of the countries of South Asia, Bhutan does not have committees to 
coordinate policies and actions for trade and transport facilitation. Instead, the 
Ministry of Information and Communications has this role. However, both Nepal and 
Pakistan have established committees which address both trade and transport 
facilitation issues and have at least some private sector representation.  India has 
inter-agency coordination when such coordination is necessary in consultation of 
inter-sectoral issues. 
 
The GMS countries have established either NTTCC’s as required by the ASEAN 
Transit Transport Agreement or NTFC’s as required by the GMS Cross-border 
Transport Agreement. The two types of facilitation bodies coordinate the 
implementation of the two agreements. They are mainly participated by government 
agencies. Joint bodies of the national facilitation bodies coordinate at subregional 
level. 
 
In the case of the East Asia, a committee recently established in China deals 
exclusively with transport facilitation issues. In Mongolia there were two committees 
in the past. One was established by Government and deals with transit facilitation. 
The second one, which was established by private sector, but comprising 
representatives of both public and private sector, targets trade facilitation as well as 
logistics issues. The Government re-aligned the committees to a joint trade and 
transport facilitation body in December 2006. 
 
The question then arises as to what role should apply to the coordination 
mechanisms of the region’s countries in future. Should trade and transport facilitation 
issues be dealt with jointly by one body or independently by two bodies?  Further, 
what form should the facilitation body take – a formal public-private committee or an 
established government agency with responsibility for trade and/or transport 
facilitation?  
 
There are two possible roles for national bodies in promoting efficient international 
trade and/or transport: regulatory and advisory. The regulatory role should be taken 
by an appropriate government agency or agencies. The advisory role should be 
exercised through public-private cooperation.  The two roles may be combined in one 
body or separated in two bodies. 
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Most regional countries are gradually opening their land borders and roads for 
international transport.  Traditionally international road transport was arranged 
through transport authorities of relevant countries and confined to transport 
arrangements only.  More recently, other government agencies, such as those 
concerned with Customs, quarantine, transport management, traffic control, 
immigration, and product quality control, etc. have become increasingly involved in 
the regulation of cross border transport. Thus, inter-agency coordination mechanisms 
have been established at national level to consult and agree on regulatory 
arrangements for cross-border transport. 
 
Some countries in the region have encountered a lack of harmonization between the 
border crossing formalities and procedures applied by their own authorities and by 
those of the neighbouring countries. Thus, they have initiated the streamlining and 
harmonization of the formalities and procedures at national level and at border 
checkpoints, through inter-agency coordination and cooperation. 
 
Various cross-border and transit transport agreements, such as the ASEAN Transit 
Transport Agreement, Economic Cooperation Organization Transit Transport 
Framework Agreement, and GMS Cross-border Transport Agreement, also require 
the establishment in the signatory countries of inter-agency coordination bodies to 
implement the agreements,  The role of such a coordination mechanism is to work as 
a government office to coordinate various national agencies for implementation of the 
agreements and cooperate with other signatory countries.  Some governments also 
authorize such bodies to coordinate other transport facilitation issues. 
 
While there are many issues related respectively to either trade facilitation or 
transport facilitation, there are also some common issues, which straddle the 
boundary between the two facilitation areas.  The above-mentioned coordination 
mechanisms, under the names of national transport facilitation committees or 
national transit transport coordinating boards, have covered nearly all the transport 
facilitation issues. As the common issues for both trade and transport facilitation have 
effects on transport, they have also been covered by the transport facilitation bodies 
in the ASEAN countries (in particular GMS countries), North-East Asian countries 
and some Central Asian countries. 
 
These coordination mechanisms are regulatory bodies, which deal with: the 
formulation, implementation, monitoring and amendment of agreements on 
international transport, incorporating all formalities and procedures, streamlining and 
harmonization of documentation and procedures, and issuance of various permits or 
certificates related to border crossing transport. These bodies with strong 
governmental and sectoral features cannot be beneficially replaced with a joint 
mechanism of trade and transport sectors. 
 
The issues that are not addressed by the transport facilitation committee in those 
countries are issues relating to trade facilitation, as depicted in Figure 1.1, such as 
overall trade policy, import/export permits and certificates related to import/export.  
Such countries can establish inter-agency coordination mechanisms to address the 
issues of trade facilitation. Two coordination bodies for trade facilitation and transport 
facilitation may maintain mutual membership and regular information exchange. 
 
Most existing inter-agency coordination mechanisms have no supporting advisory 
bodies to collect opinions and ideas from the users.  Representatives of shippers, 
traders, clearing agents, freight forwarders, trucking companies, bus operators, 
banks and insurance companies have not been included in the process of 
establishment or harmonization of regulatory frameworks for international trade and 
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transport.  In view of the regional and international experience, an effective way to 
address this issue is to establish a joint national trade and transport facilitation 
advisory committee as an advisory body.  It would be highly desirable for such 
advisory committees to include representation from both the public and private 
sectors.  Their essential role would be to provide information, suggestions and 
recommendations to the government agencies for improvement of border crossing 
facilities, formalities and procedures. 
 
Finally, it is as important that coordination bodies deal with border crossing issues (if 
necessary, in respect of individual border checkpoints) as they deal with the broader 
policy issues related to trade and transport facilitation. The effectiveness of the work 
of these bodies must be judged in terms of their ability to contribute positively to the 
achievement of uninterrupted smooth flow of goods and transport across national 
borders. Both the policies which are in place at the national level and the manner in 
which these policies are given effect through the application of border crossing 
procedures at individual checkpoints will have an impact on this result. Therefore, not 
only will it be essential that the role of coordination bodies be extended to monitoring 
the flow of cargo and transport through individual border checkpoints, but the 
effectiveness of these bodies should be measured against targets for the average 
dwell time for cargo and transport at these checkpoints. 
 
 

5.3 Accountability, direction and membership of coordination bodies 
 
The dominant role of the government in formulating trade and transport policy, in 
concluding bilateral and multilateral trade and transport agreements and in regulating 
the flows of trade and transport across national borders is a fundamental 
characteristic of the trading environment in nearly every country of the region. This is 
as true for vibrant free market economies, such as that of Thailand, as it is for 
economies in transition from central planning to free market direction, such as those 
of Central Asia.  
 
There needs to be a recognition in the structuring of coordination bodies that the 
government will continue to exercise a dominant role in the facilitation of international 
trade and transport throughout the region. Thus these bodies will need to be 
accountable for their functions and work programmes to officials at high levels of 
government, be they ministers of transport, trade, commerce and industry, or finance. 
It is also important that the leadership and direction of coordination bodies be 
assigned to senior government officials who have sufficient authority to follow 
through the implementation of the facilitation initiatives proposed by their coordination 
bodies. Typically, these officials would be at the level of Minister, Vice-Minister, 
Permanent Secretary or Secretary, as is currently the case with most of the 
coordination mechanisms in place throughout the region.   
 
Notwithstanding the need for the coordination of trade and transport facilitation to 
remain under the overall direction of governments, there is still a need for the private 
sector to accept joint ownership of facilitation processes, as well as to have greater 
representation and the possibility of more active participation in coordination bodies.  
 
While the UNESCAP region has only had relatively recent experience with the 
coordination of trade and/or transport facilitation, there is already evidence to suggest 
that those countries which have encouraged strong representation of the private 
sector in their coordination bodies have achieved considerable success in pushing 
through initiatives to eliminate trade barriers and streamline border-crossing 
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procedures. Examples are to be found in the activities of the Pro committees of the 
South Caucasus. Thus a feature of the organizational model for future coordination 
mechanisms in the region should be a membership in which there is at least equal 
representation of the trade and transport related agencies of government, on the one 
hand, and the trade and transport service organizations of the private sector on the 
other. In addition, this model should allow for the private sector to contribute to the 
leadership of coordination bodies, by filling the position of vice chairperson. Again, 
this is an approach which has already been adopted with some success in several 
countries of the region.   
 
 

5.4 Functions and activities of coordination bodies 
 
The functions and activities of trade and transport facilitation coordination bodies 
should essentially be as outlined below: 
 

• Continuously monitoring and assessing the quantity flows of trade and 
transport across national borders; 

• Continuously monitoring and assessing the operational performance of all 
border control authorities against realistic and harmonized standards;  

• Identifying, proposing and coordinating the formulation and 
implementation of trade and/or transit policies and the bilateral or 
multilateral agreements through which these policies are enforced; 

• Identifying, proposing and following through changes to border control 
procedures needed to improve trade performance and reduce supply 
chain costs;  

• Coordinating the processes required for accession to international 
conventions related to trade and transport facilitation; 

• Proposing and coordinating adjustments of domestic policies and 
legislation for implementation of international treaties; and 

• Holding themselves accountable for the implementation of (and accept 
ownership of) measures to improve the efficiency of international trade 
and transport. 

 
Main difference from present practices being a greater focus on the setting of 
standards for the application of border crossing controls and the importance for 
success of the committee monitoring of cross-border trade and transport flows and 
operational performance against these standards. In addition, as earlier indicated, 
there has to be a preparedness by the members of coordination bodies to measure 
their own effectiveness in terms of contributing to increased cross-border flows of 
trade and to a reduction in supply chain costs.  
 
 

5.5 Financing sources 
 
Access to stable sources of funds is of crucial importance for the sustainable 
development of trade and transport facilitation bodies. 
 
Many regional countries funded trade and transport facilitation bodies from the state 
budget.  The budget usually supported staff and offices of the facilitation bodies, and 
some activities.  In some cases, governments did not provide additional budget for 
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staff and offices of the facilitation bodies but expanded functions of relevant 
government agencies to facilitation and included some activities into the state budget 
allocated to the authorized agencies.  Although such facilitation bodies received only 
limited financial support, many of them have achieved substantive progress in 
facilitation.  However, they were not able to fully implement facilitation measures due 
to financial constraints. 
 
Some countries established national trade and transport facilitation committees with 
financial support from international institutions.  Those committees contributed to the 
implementation of programmes or projects of international institutions in their 
countries.  They faced difficulties in operation after completion of international 
assistance programmes or projects when no alternative support was provided. 
 
Contribution of the business sector to operation of facilitation bodies was another 
approach to financing facilitation bodies.  In some cases, funds were generated from 
export trade promotion levies or from the issue of transport permits.  In other cases, 
the business sector initiated and led facilitation bodies.  On the whole, this approach 
has not met with great success throughout the region. 
 
In view of difficulties and constraints of different financing approaches, it would be 
desirable to combine all possible funding approaches to finance the operations and 
activities of each of facilitation bodies.  The governments may support staffing and 
office of facilitation bodies with either the use of existing staff and office or addition of 
staff.  The governments may also include some facilitation activities into their overall 
official workplans if the facilitation activities are of the nature of governments’ 
business.  Support from the business sector may be on voluntary basis.  They may 
donate some office equipment and facilities to the facilitation bodies.  They may host 
some seminars, workshops or training courses from which they can enjoy direct 
benefits.  They may also work together with facilitation bodies to undertake studies or 
investigations on some facilitation issues.  International organizations and financial 
institutions may support facilitation bodies with financing initial establishment and 
operations, and then implementing international, regional, subregional and national 
facilitation activities through facilitation bodies.  Regional and Subregional 
agreements relating to facilitation may be formulated or implemented through one 
facilitation body in each country. 
 
 




