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1. Introduction  

The objective of this section is to convey a message to policy planners, policy decision makers 
and relevant stakeholders about opportunities available for many economies, particularly 
developing economies and transition economies. Improvement opportunities related to their 
trade and transport procedures, documentation handling and supporting environments have 
the great potentials to increase their national trade participations and competitiveness in the 
globalized world.  

Policy managers especially those who are involved in policy planning should realize that they are 
tasked with a very important role of finding and conveying the right messages to their 
higher-level policy makers, if possible, also with appropriate quantitative indicators and 
objective evidences, to alarm and capture the interest of policy makers on economy 
development. These indicators and evidences may be presented as both threats but also 
opportunities for improvement. For example, documentation of complicated import, export and 
transit procedures and quantitative indicators such as cost, time, number of procedures 
required for export and import, should be utilized to capture the interest, and buy-in of policy 
decision makers and stakeholders to mandate and support trade facilitation initiatives. 

Today, the companies and administrations that participate in international trade have 
developed automated systems to manage their internal information required for their business 
processes. Many countries have now started to move a step further and develop a Single 
Window (SW) system that links Customs, traders and the regulatory authorities involved in 
international trade for exchanging information and simplifying business processes.  

This section explains what a Single Window is, why a planning and implementation guide is 
needed, objectives and scope of this guide, what will not be covered, target audiences, related 
perspectives of UN regional commissions and the structures of this guide. 
 

1.1 The Vision - Improving Trade Procedures and Documentation as a Strategy 

for Increasing National Trade Competitiveness 

In a world of globalization, making trade across borders easier and safer is essential for business. 
Many Governments around the world recognize this and have set up strategies for trade-
facilitation improvement so as to increase national trade participations and competitiveness by 
simplifying their trade and transport procedures and document requirements but meanwhile 
meeting safety and security concerns. 
 
The World Bank’s Trading Across Border study1 has measured the time and cost (excluding 
tariffs) associated with exporting and importing goods through ocean transport, and the number 
of documents necessary to complete the transaction in many economies. These indicators 
represent procedural requirements by customs and other regulatory agencies, as well as at the 
port. Every official procedure involved is recorded starting from the conclusion of the 
contractual agreement between the two trading parties. The study also includes the time and 

                                                           
1  World Bank, 2012.Trading Across Borders within the Doing Business Report 2012. 
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cost of inland transport logistics to the largest business city. Studies2 have shown that by 
reduction of time for export by one day can increase export volume by up to 10%. The time to 
complete export and import operations and the number of documents required is a good 
indicator for the difficulties and costs that the national exporters and importers are facing. 
These direct and indirect costs have a significant impact on the national competitiveness of the 
national economy.  
 

Figure 1.1 - Regional averages in trading-across-borders indicators 

 

 
 

 Note: The data sample in the World Bank’s Doing Business or DB2007 report (data collected in 2006) 

includes 178 economies. The sample for the DB2012 report (data collected in 2011) also includes The 

Bahamas, Bahrain, Cyprus, Kosovo and Qatar, for a total of 183 economies. 

 

According to the Trading Across Borders indicators from the Doing-Business 2012 Report 
comparing 183 economies as illustrated in Figure 1.1, traders in OECD high-income economies 
have a competitive advantage as export and import take about 10.5 days and fewer than 5 
documents on average. Trade is slowest and most expensive in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 
traders typically face delays 3 times as long, with the time to export averaging 31.5 days and the 
time to import 37.1 days.  
 

                                                           
2  Source: Simeon Djankov, Caroline Freund, and Cong S. Pham. (2007). Trading on Time. Washington, D.C.: World 

Bank. 
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In East Asia & Pacific, Middle East & North Africa, and Latin America & Caribbean, traders usually 
will take two times longer for their export of import to complete than that in the OECD high-
income economies.  
 
When comparing the data published in the 2007 report (blue bars) with the 2012 report (orange 
bars) one can observe a global reduction in transaction time and required number of trade 
documents which testifies for the implementation of trade facilitation procedures. However, 
there are still significant discrepancies between the regions and therefore opportunities for 
improvement in the non-OECD economies.  
 
According to the experience of many economies, improvement can gradually be achieved by 
continuously simplifying import, export and transit procedures and documentation while 
ensuring the safety and security interests of involved States, economies and citizens. The World 
Bank study shows that OECD economies with extensive legislation for trade safety and security3, 
e.g. EU, USA, and Japan, were still able to reduce time and documents required for export and 
import.  
 
Indicators such as export/import time and cost can be used to alarm and capture the interest of 
policymakers. They highlight difficulties that traders face notably because of complicated 
legislation, procedures or document requirements. They indicate potential and areas of 
improvement and thus opportunities for the development of the national economy.  

 Figure 1.2 - Indicators related to time, cost, number of documents and procedures involved in 
exporting a standardized shipment of goods through the nearest seaport. 

 

 

Figure 1.2 shows that the handling of procedures, including fulfilling documentation 
requirements and inland transport, to export a 20-feet container of goods from Kazakhstan and 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic to their nearest seaports takes time about 76 days and 44 
days respectively, and cost 3,130 USD and 1,880 USD respectively. Comparatively, the time and 
cost to export from Thailand also to its own nearest seaport are merely 14 days and 625 USD per 
a container. Since both Kazakhstan and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic are landlocked 

                                                           
3  e.g. referring to the EU Regulation on Advanced Cargo Declaration - The 1st January 2011 is the effective date for implementing 

the safety and security requirements, made mandatory by the EU Commission in 2005 (EU Regulation 648/2005), e.g. “paper” 
communication is no longer tolerated by the European Commission, to import and export to any EU economy, pre-arrival and 
pre-departure declarations must be electronically submitted to the Customs. 
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economies, traders face high inland transport costs to reach the nearest seaports and delays at 
border posts.  

Figure 1.3 provides even more detailed indicators to analyse the reasons behind the 
comparative trade disadvantages or competitiveness of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
and Thailand. The preparation of export documents in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
takes 29 days, but only 8 in Thailand. Lao PDR is a landlocked economy, consequently its cost for 
inland transportation and handling must be higher than Thailand. However, the data also shows 
that traders from Lao PDR also need to provide more export documents which in turn requires 
more physical visits to several Government agencies and more procedures, time and cost. 

 
 Figure 1.3 - Comparing between Lao PDR and Thailand4

 , official required procedures, 
documents, time and cost for exporting a standardized cargo of goods5

 
 

 Lao PDR Thailand 

Nature of Export Procedure 
Duration 

(days) 
Cost (USD) 

Duration 

(days) 
Cost (USD) 

Document preparation 29 90 8 290 

Customs clearance and technical control 3 60 1 50 

Port and terminal handling 4 130 3 85 

Inland transportation and handling 8 1600 2 200 

Total 44 1880 14 625 

 

Regulatory-required Export Documents of Lao PDR Regulatory-required Export Documents of Thailand 

Bill of Lading  Bill of Lading 

Certificate of Origin Certificate of Origin 

Commercial Invoice  Commercial Invoice 

Customs Export Declaration  Customs Export Declaration 

Equipment Interchange Receipt  Terminal Handling Receipt 

Export license  

Packing list 

Pre-shipment Inspection Clean Report of Findings 

Technical Standard/Health Certificate 

                                                           
4
  Referring to the World Bank’s Trading Across Borders Report 2012 (www.doingbusines.org, as of March 25, 2012). 

5
  Note that more documents and steps may be required for other special products, e.g. dangerous goods or 

agricultures goods. 
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It is essential to analyse the current business processes and information flows to identify areas 
that cause the inefficiency and then to propose and implement a simplified future trading 
environment with efficient processes and data flows.  

In this process of improvement it is the responsibility of the decision makers of the Government 
agencies, business sectors and relevant stakeholders to analyse export and import procedures 
and trade documents as the time and cost associated with those operations determine the trade 
competitiveness, safety and security of the economy.  

It is also the key responsibility of these decision makers to communicate and convince the 
political leadership of the country to understand and support national initiatives for improving 
these procedures and information flows to create a more competitive economy. 

The use Key Performance Indicators as shown in this section and comparison of indicators 
between economies is one way to capture the interest and buy-in of the leadership and to 
mandate the necessary trade facilitation initiatives.  

1.2 Single Window to Facilitate Trading Across Borders 

Many countries have already begun to transform their paper-based Customs processes towards 
paperless Customs. Electronic systems for filing, transferring, processing and exchanging 
regulatory and trade information for export and import have become an important tool to 
manage cross border trade.  
 
Chile and Malaysia, for instance, allow traders to submit their export and import declarations, 
manifests and their trade-related documents to customs authorities electronically6.  
 
Some economies go a step further by linking not only traders and customs but also other 
agencies involved in trade through the national Single Window. A Single Window system7 allows 
traders to submit their export or import data in a virtual location that communicates with the 
relevant regulatory authorities for obtaining permits, certificates and approvals electronically. 
To increase efficiency the internal procedures in these agencies are simplified and the agencies 
coordinate their activities on regulating the trade transaction.  
 
With a Single Window facility, traders no longer need to visit many different physical locations. 
The most advanced systems, such as the electronic trade portal in Korea and Hong Kong, also 
connect private sector participants such as banks, customs brokers, insurance companies and 
freight forwarders. If implemented effectively, a Single Window can significantly reduce the time 
for export and import and the document requirements.  
 
For example, several economies have reported positively from the implementation of electronic 
Single Window systems. In the Republic of Korea, the Customs Service8 estimates that in 2010, 
introducing its Single Window system brought some 18 million USD in benefits, part of the 
overall economic benefits that year of up to 3.47 billion USD from the agency’s trade facilitation 
efforts.  

                                                           
6 Reference - the UN/CEFACT Single Window Repository, http://www.unece.org/cefact/single_window/welcome.htm, 

and World Bank’s Trading Across Borders 2011. 
7  As defined by the UNECE Recommendation 33 – “Guidelines on Establishing a Single Window,” 2004. 
8  Korea Customs Service, 2011, and WB’s Trade Across Border Report 2012. 
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For other companies based in the Republic of Korea, such as Samsung and LG, global leaders in 
the electronics industry, achieving rapid and predictable turnaround times because of this Single 
Window system is an important part of their competitiveness advantages. In Singapore, in 1989, 
the Government set up the world’s first national Single Window for trade called TradeNet, 
bringing together more than 35 border agencies. This Single Window led to big gains in 
Government productivity. Singapore Customs claims that for every one United States dollar  
earned in Customs revenue it spends only 1 cent—a profit margin of 9,900%.9  

1.3 Why do we need a Guide for Single Window Planning and 

Implementation? 

The many challenges of setting up a Single Window system, some of which are shown in 
Figure 1.4, concern not only issues of technology but also include:  

• political support 
• long-term commitment from top management 

• reliable institutional platform for interagency collaboration 

• effective management of stakeholders’ expectations and perceptions 

• workable business procedures 

• architectural models 

• data and business interoperability 

• laws and regulations 

• financial issues.  
 

Policymakers and managers need a strategic framework to systematically address the challenges 
and manage the project. This Guide provides such an integrated concept, called Enterprise 
Architecture,10 for structuring, planning and managing Single Window implementation.  
 

Figure 1.4 - Complicated Challenges in Single Window Planning and Implementation 

 
 

                                                           
9  Singapore Customs Service, 2007, and WB’s Trade Across Border Report 2012. 
10  An Enterprise Architecture describes the interplay between business processes and information technology. The term 

“enterprise” includes public and private sector organizations and government administrations. It takes into account all 
relevant components of the “enterprise” such as laws and regulations, business processes, people and the social and 
political environment. EA is typically used to manage large scale information technology projects that include many 
stakeholders. For more information refer to Wikipedia at en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enterprise_architecture . 
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1.4 Target audiences and objective of this Guide 

The target audiences of this Guide are managers who have to lead, coordinate or participate in 

preparing, planning and managing a Single Window project. These are mainly policy managers, 

project managers, Government officials and other stakeholders who need to understand and to 

address managerial issues on planning and overseeing a national or regional Single Window 

project.  

This Guide provides an Enterprise Architecture framework that has been adapted to the specific 

challenges of Single Window planning and implementation. This framework, the Single Window 

Implementation Framework (SWIF), helps decision makers to understand and address 

managerial issues that may affect the development and operations of Single Window systems. 

The Guide leads to systematically decompose and structure the SW implementation challenges, 

describe steps how to derive the target or “to-be” Single Window architecture and then 

formulate the master plan for the implementation. It provides action items for policy managers 

and project managers to plan and secure the necessary political support and collaboration from 

key stakeholders.   

This guide has been developed by UNECE and UNESCAP to complement the UNNExT workshop 

on Single Window Project planning and implementation. The guide and associated training 

workshop aim at building the capacity of Government officials and relevant stakeholders in 

planning, managing and overseeing the Single Window (SW) projects.  

The guide will not, however, cover issues related to information-technology development, e.g. 
software, hardware and systems. Those issues can be handled by technical solution providers. 

1.5 Outline of this Guide 

Section 1 described the opportunities still opening to many economies to increase their national 

trade efficiency, and at the same time also to improve their safety and security control by 

improving trade and transport procedures and documentation. This section also briefly 

discussed that electronic trade facilitation and Single Window have the potential as an enabling 

flagship development project, and policy managers should have some good indicators and 

rationale for showing the value proposition of Single Window implementation to their policy 

decision makers. 

The objective of section 2 is to show that national Single Window systems are built in an 

incremental manner, gradually evolve over a long duration in time. One consequence is that at 

one given time the different national Single Windows in a region can have different scopes and 

functionalities. The section describes five evolutionary levels of SW development which can be 

used as a suggested long-term strategic roadmap and a reference model for SW development. 

Using this model, project managers can compare the current situation of the national economy 

with these different development levels. A gap analysis can be conducted by this comparison, 
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and then for instance, the evolutionary stage next to the current situation could be the target 

Single Window environment to be further analysed, planned and developed. The model can also 

be used to compare the evolution of the national SW project with SW projects in other 

countries, for example when planning for regional Single Windows. 

Section 3 recommends an architecture framework for Single Window planning and 

implementation to assist policy managers and their associated working team to understand and 

systematically address complicated challenges in planning and implementing Single Window. A 

recommended SW Development Methodology including step-by-step phases, key activities and 

deliverables for SW implementation is also discussed in this section. 

Section 4 suggests practical steps for planning and implementing a Single Window project from 

the perspective of policy managers and policymakers. The objective of this section is to propose 

a project management process including five  practical phases and guidelines on how to adopt 

the Single Window Development Methodology, as described in section 3, in an actual SW 

project.  

Section 5 discusses about the necessity of conducting financial and business model analysis 

related to several issues such as investment and operation cost, potential benefits and its 

sustainability. A summary of this guide is provided in section 6. A National Single Window case 

study is provided in the annex.  


