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WTO TFA+ Implementation State of Play in Asia and the Pacific: Moving Towards
Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation
Background
Building upon a regional survey initiated by ESCAP in 2012, the five United Regional Commissions have
jointly conducted global surveys on the implementation of trade facilitation measures since 2015. 1 The
Third Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, conducted during the first half of 2019,
covers 53 trade facilitation (TF) measures categorized into four groups: “general TF measures”, “digital TF
measures”, “sustainable TF measures” and “trade finance facilitation”. Most of the digital TF measures,
particularly cross-border paperless trade measures, are not specifically featured in the WTO Trade
Facilitation Agreement (TFA), although their implementation in many cases would support better and digital
implementation of the TFA. The same is true of sustainable TF measures, which include measures aimed
at SMEs, women and the agricultural sector (table 1).

Digital and sustainable TF implementation in Asia and the Pacific: Overview
Figure 1 shows the TF implementation levels of 46 Asia-Pacific economies, with an overall regional
average implementation score of 59.7%. The implementation of TF measures in the region varies greatly
across countries and regions. The Republic of Korea, Japan, Singapore, Australia and New Zealand
achieve implementation rates in excess of 90%, while implementation in several other Pacific countries
barely reaches 30%.
Figure 1: Overall implementation of trade facilitation measures in 46 Asia-Pacific countries, 2019
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Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, 2019. Available at https://untfsurvey.org/.
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The survey has been conducted in close collaboration with UNCTAD, International Trade Centre, OECD, ADB, ASEAN, Oceania
Customs Organization and Eurasian Economic Commission.
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Table 1: Grouping of trade facilitation measures and correspondence with
TFA articles
Grouping

Transparency
(5 measures)

Trade facilitation measure in the questionnaire

TFA
Articles

Publication of existing import-export regulations on the Internet.

1.2

Stakeholder consultation on new draft regulations (prior to their finalization).

2.2

Advance publication/notification of new regulations before their
implementation (e.g., 30 days prior).

2.1

Advance ruling (on tariff classification).

General TF measures

Independent appeal mechanism (for traders to appeal customs rulings and
the rulings of other relevant trade control agencies).
Risk management (as a basis for deciding whether a shipment will be
physically inspected or not).

Formalities
(8 measures)

4
7.4

Pre-arrival processing.

7.1

Post-clearance audit.

7.5

Separation of Release from final determination of customs duties, taxes,
fees and charges.

7.3

Establishment and publication of average release times.

7.6

Trade facilitation measures for authorized operators.

7.7

Expedited shipments.

7.8

Acceptance of paper or electronic copies of supporting documents required
for import, export or transit formalities.
Establishment of a national trade facilitation committee or similar body.
Institutional
cooperation and
arrangement
(5 measures)

3

Cooperation between agencies on the ground at the national level.

10.2.1
23
8

Government agencies delegating controls to customs authorities.
Alignment of working days and hours with neighbouring countries at border
crossings.
Alignment of formalities and procedures with neighbouring countries at
border crossings.

8.2(a)
8.2(b)

Transit facilitation agreement(s) with neighbouring country.

Digital TF measures

Transit
facilitation
(4 measures)

Customs authorities limit the physical inspection of transit goods and use risk
assessment.

10.5

Supporting pre-arrival processing for transit facilitation.

11.9

Cooperation between agencies of countries involved in transit.

11.16

Electronic/automated Customs System established (e.g., ASYCUDA).
Internet connection available to customs and other trade control agencies at
border crossings.
Paperless trade
(10 measures)

Electronic Single Window System.
Electronic submission of Customs Declarations.
Electronic application and issuance of Import and Export Permits.
Electronic submission of Sea Cargo Manifests.
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Electronic submission of Air Cargo Manifests.
Electronic application and issuance of Preferential Certificate of Origin.
E-Payment of customs duties and fees.

7.2

Electronic application for customs refunds.

Cross-border
paperless trade
(6 measures)

Sustainable TF measures

Trade facilitation
for SMEs
(5 measures)

Laws and regulations for electronic transactions are in place (e.g.,
e-commerce law, e-transaction law).
Recognized certification authority issuing digital certificates to traders to
conduct electronic transactions.
Customs declaration electronically exchanged between your country and
other countries.
Certificate of Origin electronically exchanged between your country and
other countries.
Sanitary and Phytosanitary Certificate electronically exchanged between
your country and other countries.
Banks and insurers in your country retrieving letters of credit electronically
without lodging paper-based documents.
The Government has developed trade facilitation measures that ensure easy
and affordable access for SMEs to trade-related information.
The Government has developed specific measures that enable SMEs to
more easily benefit from the AEO scheme.
The Government has taken action to make Single Windows more easily
accessible to SMEs (e.g., by providing technical consultation and training
services to SMEs on registering and using the facility).
The Government has taken action to ensure that SMEs are well represented
and made key members of National Trade Facilitation Committees (NTFCs).
Implementation of other special measures to reduce costs for SMEs.

Agricultural
trade facilitation
(4 measures)

Testing and laboratory facilities are equipped for compliance with sanitary
and phytosanitary (SPS) standards in your main trading partners.
National standards and accreditation bodies have been established for the
purpose of compliance with SPS standards.
Application, verification and issuance of SPS certificates is automated.
Special treatment given to perishable goods at border-crossings.

Women in trade
facilitation
(3 measures)

The existing trade facilitation policy/strategy incorporates special
consideration of women involved in trade.
The Government has introduced trade facilitation measures aimed at women
involved in trade.
Female membership in the National Trade Facilitation Committee.
Single Window facilitates traders with access to finance.

Trade finance facilitation
(3 measures)

Banks allow electronic exchange of data between trading partners or with
banks in other countries in order to reduce dependence on paper
documentation and advance digital trade.
A variety of trade finance services are available.

Source: ESCAP Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation in Asia-Pacific: 2019 Report; https://untfsurvey.org/.
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In general, more advanced or larger economies are at a higher level of implementation than low-income
economies including the small or less developed countries such as LDCs or small Pacific countries.
However, implementation levels in these low-income economies differ dramatically from one country to
another. Some LDCs – e.g., Cambodia, Myanmar and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic – have
exceeded the regional average implementation rate. This may be due to ASEAN joint efforts on digital
trade facilitation measures, in particular the implementation of the ASEAN Single Window, to accelerate
cross-border paperless trade within the region and with non-ASEAN trade partners. Similarly, Tonga,
Vanuatu, Fiji and Maldives have achieved relatively high scores although they are small island developing
States (SIDS).
As is evident from figure 1, TF implementation varies greatly within each subregional grouping. The ASEAN
regional integration processes appear to have played a significant and positive role in trade facilitation
implementation, and the South-East Asia (SEA) subregion has achieved higher implementation rates than
several other subregions (such as NCA, SSWA and PIDEs). Differences in trade facilitation implementation
levels are less distinct within PIDEs. This may be explained by the fact that PIDEs are generally isolated
economies and face similar implementation constraints. Overall, countries with special needs tend to have
implementation rates below the Asia-Pacific region average, in particular paperless trade and cross-border
paperless trade measures. However, Asian landlocked developing countries, as a group, have achieved
higher average levels of trade facilitation (53%) than either the Asia-Pacific least developed countries (45%)
or the small Pacific islands (35%).
Figure 2: Implementation of different groups of trade facilitation measures: Asia-Pacific average
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Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, 2019. Available at https://untfsurvey.org/.
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Figure 2 shows that all countries are engaged in the implementation of various transparency and formalities
measures. The implementation rate of these two groups of measures amounts to 77% and 70%,
respectively. The implementation of transit measures is slightly above 70%.
The regional average implementation of the institutional arrangements and inter-agency cooperation is
above 60%. The regional average level of implementation of paperless trade measures is 57.9%. While
many economies have developed legal frameworks to enable paperless trade, the implementation of crossborder paperless trade has yet to begin in many developing countries, and the average rate of
implementation is just above 30%.
Agricultural trade facilitation has been generally well-implemented. However, when it comes to other
sustainable trade facilitation measures, very few countries have customized their measures to support
women and SMEs, as reflected by the low average implementation rates of 35.9% and 22.5%, respectively.
Trade finance facilitation measures, included for the first time in the survey, are the least implemented
group of measures, with an implementation rate of 19.1%. This low implementation rate is, in part,
explained by the absence of data for about half of the countries. Nevertheless, the results point to
significant room for improvement.
Figure 3 shows that 18 measures included in the survey directly relate to the WTO TFA, including 15
General TF measures, along with electronic Single Windows, e-payment of customs duties and fees and
special treatment for perishable goods. All of these measures, except electronic Single Window systems,
have been at least partially implemented in half or more of the 46 Asia-Pacific countries surveyed,
indicating that WTO TFA implementation in the region is well underway. This is also reinforced by ESCAP’s
recent analysis of WTO TFA Category A notifications in the region, which indicates that 65% of the
substantive provisions in the WTO TFA are being implemented in the region.2
The most implemented measures (fully, partially or on a pilot basis) in the Asia-Pacific region are risk
management, separation of release from final determination of customs duties, taxes, fees and charges,
stakeholder consultation on new draft regulations, publication of existing import export regulations on the
Internet, and national legislative framework and institutional arrangement to ensure border agencies
cooperate with each other. Implementation is ongoing in 90% of the countries surveyed in the region.
However, national legislative framework and institutional arrangement to ensure border agencies cooperate
with each other are among the least fully implemented TFA measures considered among this group.
In contrast, the three least-implemented TFA-related measures are establishment and publication of
average release time, trade facilitation measures for authorized operators, and electronic Single Windows.
These three measures are ranked as the least implemented TFA-related measures across all three global
surveys since 2015.

2

Anthonin Levelu and Yann Duval, “Implementation of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement in Asia and the Pacific: 2
years on”, ESCAP Trade Insights, Issue No. 26, August 2019. Available at https://www.unescap.org/resources/implementation-wtotrade-facilitation-agreement-asia-and-pacific-2-years-escap-trade.

5

ESCAP Trade Insights

Issue 28

Figure 3: Implementation of WTO TFA-related measures in Asia-Pacific, 2019
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Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, 2019. Available at https://untfsurvey.org/.

Figure 4: Top 10 most fully implemented TF measures in the Asia-Pacific region
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Figure 4 shows the 10 trade facilitation measures that have been most fully implemented in the region by
2019. It suggests that many countries across the Asia-Pacific region have prioritized improving their
paperless environment – electronic/automated customs system, Internet connection available to customs
and other trade control agencies. Many countries have also worked on transparency and institutional
arrangement measures such as a national trade facilitation committee or similar body, and an independent
appeal mechanism.

Challenges of TF implementation
Experts from the Asia-Pacific region who were involved in the survey were also requested to identify and
rank the three key challenges faced by their countries in the implementation of trade facilitation measures.
Responses were received from 20 countries. Lack of coordination between agencies and limited human
resources were identified as key challenging factors in 17 and 15 countries, respectively. These two
challenges are also identified as the most pressing, considering the fact that both were ranked as the most
serious challenge by 9 countries. The lack of a clearly designated lead agency was also seen as one of the
key challenges, with 11 countries identifying it as a challenge and 6 countries identifying it as the most
serious challenge.
The relevance of the challenges associated with trade facilitation shown in figure 5 varies across groups of
countries. Lack of coordination between agencies seems to be a common challenge across all groups and
it is more pronounced than other challenges. Limited human resource capacity seems to be most acute for
LDCs and other developing countries. Lack of political will seems to be relatively more pertinent than other
challenges for SIDS.
Figure 5: Challenges faced by Asia-Pacific LDCs, LLDCs, SIDSs and other developing countries in
implementing trade facilitation measures
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Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, 2019. Available at https://untfsurvey.org/.
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Moving towards digital and sustainable trade facilitation
Based on the package of 31 common trade facilitation measures included in the survey, the regional
average trade facilitation implementation was found to be 59.7%, an increase of more than 10% compared
with the previous survey results, while also suggesting significant room for improvement. The assessment
revealed that a large majority of countries in the region have been actively engaged in such as improving
transparency, streamlining formalities, and enhancing institutional cooperation. Customs authorities in
essentially all countries have also actively developed automated systems to speed up clearance of goods
at borders while also improving control. Approximately 70% of the economies are now actively engaging in
the implementation of more advanced national multi-agency paperless systems, such as a national
electronic Single Window, enabling electronic data and information sharing among government agencies
and businesses to serve the purpose of achieving paperless trade.
However, the implementation of cross-border paperless trade remains low. This is not surprising given the
fact that, on the one hand, many developing economies in the region are at an early stage of development
of national paperless systems, while on the other hand, more advanced countries have paperless systems
in place that are not fully interoperable with each other. In that regard, given the large potential benefits
associated with the implementation of these next generation trade facilitation measures, 3 it is in the interest
of countries from all groups to work together, and to develop the legal and technical protocols needed for
the seamless exchange of regulatory and commercial data as well as documents along the international
supply chain.
The Framework Agreement on the Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific
(Framework Agreement) is a United Nations Treaty that aims to accelerate the implementation of digital
trade facilitation measures for trade and development. Negotiated as an inclusive and flexible
intergovernmental platform to enable the electronic exchange of trade-related data and documents across
borders among parties, the Framework Agreement is set to benefit all parties regardless of their current
state of implementation of paperless trade. Therefore, all countries in the region should consider
becoming a party to the treaty as soon as possible in order to take advantage of what the agreement offers,
both especially in terms of accessing capacity-building and technical assistance, and expanding the
benefits and reach of existing bilateral/subregional paperless trade solutions (box1).
Going forward, digital trade facilitation offers a great opportunity to reduce trade costs and increase trade
volume in the region. Through paperless trade and the seamless electronic exchange of trade data and
documents, member countries can enhance their competitiveness in global markets and improve the
effectiveness of their participation in global value chains. In this regard, the Framework Agreement on the
Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific will not only complement the WTO TFA
but also provide a unique platform for ESCAP member States to tap into their potential. Indeed, the recent
ADB-ESCAP Asia-Pacific Trade Facilitation Report 20194 shows that countries could boost trade cost
savings from only 5% by achieving basic compliance with the WTO TFA, to more than 16% by
implementing a more ambitious trade digitalization strategy encompassing cross-border paperless trade
measures.
3

See Digital Trade Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific, ESCAP, December 2017, Available at
https://www.unescap.org/publications/digital-trade-facilitation-asia-and-pacific-studies-trade-investment-and-innovation-87.
4
The ADB-ESCAP Trade Facilitation Report 2019 is available at: https://www.unescap.org/resources/asia-pacific-trade-facilitation-report2019-bridging-trade-finance-gaps-through-technology.
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When it comes to sustainable trade facilitation, the implementation of inclusive trade facilitation measures
to promote SMEs and the participation of women in trade remains low. SMEs are key players in the global
economy and have important roles to play in digitalized trade, yet trade facilitation measures tailored to
SMEs are insufficient. Building the capacity of SMEs to take advantage of TF measures such as AEOs,
and taking into account the constraints they face when designing trade facilitation policies are of critical
importance in achieving more inclusive and sustainable trade. Similarly, there is a lack of awareness on the
importance of gender mainstreaming in trade facilitation. Guiding women in understanding trade
procedures, setting guidelines for standards bodies to ensure a more balanced representation of the
interests of women and men, and promoting their participation in activities related to trade facilitation and
standards, could have a significant impact on increasing exports and enabling women to achieve higher
income opportunities.

Box 1. The Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless
Trade in Asia and the Pacific
The Framework Agreement is a UN treaty adopted at ESCAP and deposited with the Secretary-General of
the United Nations in New York in 2016. It was developed by a very diverse group of more than 25 Asian
and Pacific countries at very different stages of development, including least developed economies. It is
open to all 53 ESCAP member States and aims to make trade more efficient and inclusive, in support of the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
The objective of the FA-PT is to “promote cross-border paperless trade by enabling the exchange and
mutual recognition of trade-related data and documents in electronic form and facilitating interoperability
among national and subregional single windows and/or other paperless trade systems, for the purpose of
making international trade transactions more efficient and transparent while improving regulatory compliance
(Article 1)”. As such, the treaty provides Parties an enabling and structured intergovernmental framework to
work together on gradually addressing the complex issues associated with cross-border paperless trade,
including through pilot projects and capacity building activities.
All ESCAP member States are invited to become party as soon as possible, to help shape the priorities and
activities undertaken under the Framework. Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Iran and
the Philippines have already signed or acceded to the treaty between 2017 and 2019. Three more countries
need to ratify or accede for the treaty to enter into force.
For more information, including explanatory videos, see: https://www.unescap.org/resources/frameworkagreement-facilitation-cross-border-paperless-trade-asia-and-pacific.
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For more information, data and analyses of Digital and Sustainable
Trade Facilitation in 128 countries around the world, please visit:
UNTFSURVEY.ORG
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