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FOREWORD

The United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation is jointly conducted by five

United Nations Regional Commissions (UNRCs) for Africa (ECA), Europe (ECE), Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP),

Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and West Asia (ESCWA). Led by ESCAP, it aims to gather

information from countries worldwide on the implementation of digital and sustainable trade facilitation

measures. The results of the survey will enable countries and development partners to better understand

and monitor progress on trade facilitation, support evidence-based public policies, share best practices and

identify capacity-building and technical assistance needs.

The survey is built on strong partnerships with international and subregional organizations including the

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United Nations Conference on Trade

and Development (UNCTAD), the International Trade Centre (ITC), the Asian Development Bank (ADB),

Oceania Customs Organization Secretariat (OCO), International Chamber of Commerce (ICC), Association

of Southeast Asia Nations (ASEAN), Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) and the Institute

and Eurasian Economic Commission (EEC).

The first and second global surveys were conducted in 2015 and 2017 as a key initiative under the Joint

UNRC Approach to Trade Facilitation agreed upon in Beirut, Lebanon in 2010 by the Executive Secretaries

of all five United Nations Regional Commissions. The joint approach was designed to enable the Regional

Commissions to present a joint and global view on trade facilitation issues in the context of the negotiations

of the Doha Round at the World Trade Organization (WTO). Then the third survey was further developed

with new forward-looking measures related to trade digitalization, trade finance and sustainable development.

The fourth survey is built upon the earlier surveys and expanded collection of measures on trade finance

facilitation as well as on trade facilitation in times of crisis. The latter was incorporated in order to gather

information on the implementation of short-term measures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic as well

as long-term measures in preparation for future crises and pandemics. The crucial role of trade digitalization

has been emphasized not only for increasing regulatory compliance and reducing illicit financial flows, but

also as an effective method to mitigate trade disruptions during the COVID-19 pandemic. The fourth survey

also continues to pay special attention to sectors and groups with special needs, such as the agricultural

sector, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and women traders, at the outset of the Agenda 2030

for Sustainable Development’s recognition of international trade as one of the key means of implementation

of the Sustainable Development Goals.

Against this background, we hope that this report further supports the economies around the region in order

to make trade simpler, cheaper, more resilient and sustainable through the use and application of technology

and innovation in international trade procedures.

This regional report could be read together with the upcoming global report, and subregional and country

notes. The underlying dataset, available upon request, can be used by researchers and analysts for any

further analysis. More information is available at https://untfsurvey.org/

Ms. Rupa Chanda,

Director,

Trade, Investment and Innovation Division,

ESCAP



Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific 2021 iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The regional report is part of a global survey effort on the implementation of trade facilitation and paperless

trade measures, undertaken jointly by the five United Nations Regional Commissions for Africa (ECA), Europe

(ECE), Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and West Asia (ESCWA).

The report was prepared by Jiangyuan Fu and Chorthip Utoktham under the guidance of Soo Hyun Kim and

the overall supervision of Yann Duval, all from the Trade, Investment and Innovation Division (TIID) of ESCAP.

Support from the following organizations and individuals is gratefully acknowledged: Tadateru Hayashi and

Esnerjames P. Fernandez from the Asian Development Bank (ADB); Cuong Ba Tran and Anki Agustrin from

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretariat; Ghulam Samad, Qaisar Abbas and Iskandar

Abdullaev from the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) Institute; Richard Brennan and

Laisiana Tugaga from the Oceania Customs Organization (OCO); Julien Fraga-Campos and Marianne Dumont

from United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). Khan Salehin and Charles Frei from

ECE and Sangwon Lim from ESCAP contributed to the survey efforts, in particular by facilitating data collection

from relevant experts as well as data validation in several countries. The United Nations Network of Experts

for Paperless Trade and Transport in Asia and the Pacific (UNNExT), a knowledge community supported by

ESCAP and ECE, also greatly facilitated data collection.

Inputs to the expert group meeting on trade facilitation in times of crisis and epidemic in the Asia-Pacific

region (virtual, July 2020) as well as the results from the pilot survey on trade facilitation in times of crisis

and pandemic (conducted in 2020, with the Asia-Pacific results published in a regional report in January 2021),

contributed to the development of the additional measures on trade facilitation in times of crisis. In addition,

comments and suggestions received from participants at the Launch of the United Nations Global Survey on

Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021 (virtual, July 2021), where the 2021 Survey results were

presented, are gratefully acknowledged. The authors are also grateful to the following organizations and

individuals for their inputs and suggestions for the development of the 2021 Survey: Alexander R. Malaket,

formerly of the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) Banking Commission, and Andrew Wilson from

the ICC for the ‘Trade Finance Facilitation’ component; Candice White from the World Economic Forum (WEF);

and Alexandre Larouche-Maltais and Sijia Sun from UNCTAD for the ‘Women in Trade Facilitation’ component.

The research assistance provided by Ruixin Xie, Yifan Tan and Linyi Chen in data collection and finalizing

the report is appreciated. Tony Oliver edited the report. Arom Sanguanyuang created the cover design.

Preparation of the report benefited from the United Nations Development Account project, “Transport and

trade connectivity in the age of pandemics: contactless, seamless and collaborative UN solutions”.



iv Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific 2021

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Reducing trade costs is essential in enabling economies to effectively participate in regional and global value

chains, and for them to continue using trade as an important engine of growth and sustainable development.

According to the ESCAP-World Bank Trade Cost Database, trade costs remain high in the Asia-Pacific region.

The international supply chain disruptions caused by the covid-19 pandemic and the recent surge in shipping

costs have put additional pressure on importers and exporters in Asia and the Pacific. Trade facilitation, which

aims at avoiding unnecessary costs by enhancing efficiency through streamlined and digitalized processes,

can help bend the trend of increasing trade cost.

Based on the 2021 United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation covering

46 countries of the Asia-Pacific region, this report reviews the progress of trade facilitation reforms and provides

a detailed analysis based on 58 trade facilitation measures that are classified into four groups (“General Trade

Facilitation”, “Digital Trade Facilitation”, “Sustainable Trade Facilitation” and “Other Trade Facilitation”) and

a further 11 sub-groups covering both binding and non-binding WTO TFA measures, and measures beyond

the scope of WTO TFA+.

Despite supply chain difficulties triggered by the pandemic, the survey result shows continued progress in

streamlining trade procedures in Asia and the Pacific. The implementation rate of 31 general and digital trade

facilitation measures increased to 64.9% in 2021, 6 percentage points higher than 2019. All countries across

the region have further implemented trade facilitation measures. However, a varying state of implementation

is still noticeable in the Asia and Pacific region, with Australia and New Zealand achieving the highest

level at 96.8%, followed by East and North-East Asia (82.5%), North and Central Asia (71.4%), South and

South-West Asia (63.1%), with the Pacific Island Developing Economies lagging behind at 40.1%. South and

South-West Asia recorded the most progress, recording a more than 10 percentage point increase since 2019.

The Pacific also made substantial progress, despite the significant challenges and trade disruptions due to

the COVID-19 pandemic.

In general, WTO TFA-related measures are well-implemented in the region, with an implementation rate at

60-80%. In addition, the pandemic has contributed to the acceleration of digital transformation. Implementation

of ‘Paperless Trade’ stands at 62.4%. However, the implementation level for ‘Cross-Border Paperless Trade’

stands low at 38.5%, with implementation of bilateral and subregional paperless trade systems remaining

mostly at the pilot stage.

Sustainable trade facilitation is another indispensable dimension of trade facilitation, but implementation of

“Sustainable Trade Facilitation” measures – especially those aimed at SMEs and women – face big challenges

with average implementation rates of 33.3% and 40.9%, respectively. Implementation of agricultural trade

facilitation has a higher implementation rate at 58.5%. Given their importance in achieving sustainable and

inclusive development of economies in the region, particularly in times of crisis, trade facilitation strategies

should be designed in a more holistic and inclusive manner.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed many weaknesses of the trading system. The survey result shows

that most countries have implemented a number of short-term crisis measures. Yet, the overall implementation

level of measures in the ‘Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis’ section only stands at 55.7%, essentially because

many countries still lack long-term trade facilitation plans to enhance preparedness for future crises. Continued

and sustained efforts should be made to further enhance cooperation, make trade information transparent,

strengthen the capacity of countries to contribute to recovery and prepare to adequately safeguard against

future crises.
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The analysis presented in this report, based on the latest data available, confirms that digital trade facilitation

measures can result in significant benefits to the countries in the region. Full digital trade facilitation

implementation beyond the WTO TFA could cut the average trade cost in the region by more than 13%,

seven percentage points more than that could be expected from implementation of the WTO TFA measures.

Moving forward, trade facilitation implementation may be seen as a step-by-step process, based on the groups

of measures included in the survey – i.e., enhancing the institutional arrangement; establishing transparency;

implementing efficient trade formalities; development of paperless trade systems, followed by enabling trade

data and documents within these systems, including national Single Windows, to be safely and securely used

and reused by authorized stakeholders along the international supply chain (see figure). Especially in the

case of paperless and cross-border paperless trade, countries need to work together to develop and implement

the legal and technical protocols needed for the seamless exchange of regulatory and commercial data

and documents within and between countries. In this regard, the Framework Agreement on Facilitation of

Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific (CPTA) could support countries in gradually moving to

“less-paper” and then to paperless and cross-border paperless trade by providing a dedicated, inclusive and

capacity-building focused intergovernmental platform.

Moving up the trade facilitation ladder towards seamless international supply chains

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Note: The figure shows the cumulative trade facilitation implementation scores of Asia-Pacific subregions for 31 common trade facilitation

measures included in the survey. Full implementation of all measures = 100.
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This Asia-Pacific report may best be read in conjunction with the upcoming Global Report on the results of

the UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021, which will be made available at

https://untfsurvey.org/
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1
Introduction

1.1 Background and objective

Reducing trade costs is essential to enabling economies to

effectively participate in regional and global value chains,

and to continue using trade as an important engine of

growth and sustainable development. Based on the latest

data from the ESCAP-World Bank International Trade Cost

Database, the overall cost of trading goods among the three

largest European Union economies is equivalent to a 41.4%

average tariff on the value of goods traded (table 1).1 China,

Japan and the Republic of Korea (East Asia-3) come closest

to matching the low intra-European Union trade costs, with

average trade costs among them amounting to a 56.9%

tariff-equivalent, followed by the middle-income members of

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), whose

intraregional trade costs stand at 76.7% tariff-equivalent.

Other groups in the Asia-Pacific region face much higher

costs when trading with each other, such as in Central and

South Asia. The scope for further reducing trade costs

among the Asia-Pacific economies is best understood when

looking at interregional trade costs. For example, the trade

costs between South-East (ASEAN-4) and South (SAARC-

4) Asian economies (more than 130%), two neighbouring

Asian subregions, are much higher than those between

ASEAN and the European Union (103.8%) or between

SAARC-4 and the United States of America (114.2%).

International costs of trading across borders are rising.

International supply chain was disrupted, initially caused by

1 Trade costs shown here are comprehensive and all-encompassing. See

Arvis and others, 2016, for methodological details, available at https://

doi.org/10.1017/S147474561500052X
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ad-hoc border measures and lockdown of production/

logistic facilities due to the COVID-19 pandemic since

2020. Further, international shipping costs have

recently risen to the highest record, and are still

continuing to rise, which may further disrupt the

international supply chain as it deeply relies on sea

freight transport. This recent phenomenon has put

additional pressure on already escalated trade costs

in Asia and the Pacific.2 However, trade facilitation,

which aims at avoiding unnecessary costs by

enhancing efficiency through streamlined and

digitalized processes, can help bend the trend of

increasing trade cost.

In general, many of the trade cost reductions have

been achieved through eliminating or lowering tariffs

over the past few decades.3 Recent studies suggest

that trade costs of non-tariff measures can be

twice as much as that of ordinary customs tariffs.4

Further trade cost reductions, therefore, will have to

come from tackling non-tariff sources of trade costs,

such as inefficient transport, logistics infrastructure

Table 1. Intra- and extraregional comprehensive trade costs in the Asia-Pacific region (per cent)

North Pacific

Region ASEAN-4
East and Islands

SAARC-4 AUS-NZL EU-3
Asia-3 Central Developing

Asia-4 Economies

ASEAN-4 76.7 79.4 319.0 308.5 135.2 103.3 103.8

(3.9) (6.8) (-1.7) (-3.8) (5.1) (5.0) (-3.2)

East Asia-3 79.4 56.9 168.2 241.6 125.4 89.0 85.2

 (6.8) (9.8) (-3.6) (-14.0) (1.0) (2.1) (0.3)

North and 319.0 168.2 110.6 417.1 268.7 318.8 148.2

Central Asia-4 (-1.7) (-3.6) (-8.6) (13.7) (-8.5) (-8.5) (-2.7)

Pacific Islands 308.5 241.6 417.1 117.9 409.8 117.3 397.9

Developing (-3.8) (-14.0) (13.7) (-12.6) (3.2) (1.3) (-3.0)

Economies

SAARC-4 135.2 125.4 268.7 409.8 128.4 138.0 113.7

(5.1) (1.0) (-8.5) (3.2) (13.4) (0.2) (-0.5)

AUS-NZL 103.3 89.0 318.8 117.3 138.0 54.0 105.8

 (5.0) (2.1) (-8.5) (1.3) (0.2) (3.6) (-1.1)

EU-3 103.8 85.2 148.2 397.9 113.7 105.8 41.4

 (-3.2) (0.3) (-2.7) (-3.0) (-0.5) (-1.1) (-5.9)

USA 86.6 66.2 190.5 199.8 114.2 99.7 66.7

(2.0) (5.4) (7.1) (-4.5) (3.6) (0.5) (0.1)

Source: ESCAP-World Bank Trade Cost Database, updated July 2021. Available at https://www.unescap.org/resources/escap-world-

bank-trade-cost-database

Note: Trade costs may be interpreted as tariff equivalents. Percentage changes in trade costs between the 2008-2013 and 2014-2019

periods are in parentheses.

ASEAN-4: Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand; East Asia-3: China, Japan, Republic of Korea; EU-3: Germany, France, United

Kingdom; SAARC-4: Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka; Pacific Island Developing Economies: Fiji, Tonga, Samoa; North and Central

Asia: Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and the Russian Federation.

2 See articles from UNCTAD (2021) for more details:

https://unctad.org/news/shipping-during-covid-19-why-container-freight-rates-have-surged

https://unctad.org/news/how-cushion-consumers-high-maritime-freight-rates

3 For example, see ESCAP, 2011, Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Report 2011, United Nations.
4 See ESCAP, 2019, Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Report 2019: Non-tariff Measures towards Sustainable Development, United

Nations.
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and services as well as cumbersome regulatory

procedures and documentation.

Indeed, trade facilitation, including paperless trade,

has taken on increasing importance as evidenced by

the entry into force of the World Trade Organization

(WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA)

in February 2017. In Asia and the Pacific, the

Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-

border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific

(CPTA), a United Nations treaty, was adopted by the

ESCAP member States on 19 May 2016. Since then,

seven countries have signed or acceded to the

CPTA, and more than 25 States have been working

together on an implementation roadmap as part of

an interim Intergovernmental Steering Group on

Cross-Border Paperless Trade Facilitation. The CPTA

entered into force on 20 February 2021 after five

countries had ratified or acceded to the treaty. Given

the regional platform for intergovernmental

cooperation, countries are expected to promote

cross-border paperless trade and further reduce trade

costs during the current crisis.

Since 2012, the ESCAP Secretariat has been

systematically collecting and analysing information on

the implementation of trade facilitation measures in

the region. The purpose of the survey is to assess

the progress of the implementation of trade facilitation

measures and thus to provide a sound basis for

capacity-building and technical assistance

programme as well as enable the countries to

design and prioritize their own trade facilitation

implementation plans and strategies. The first and

second regional surveys on trade facilitation and

paperless trade implementation were conducted in

2012 and 2013, in conjunction with the Asia-Pacific

Trade Facilitation Forums, organized by ESCAP and

the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Under the Joint

United Nations Regional Commissions (UNRCs)

Approach to Trade Facilitation and following

extensive discussions at the Global Trade Facilitation

Forum 2013,5 it was decided that the regional

surveys should be conducted at the global level

jointly by all UNRCs. Accordingly, global surveys

were conducted in 2015, 2017 and 2019, respectively.

This report features the results of the fourth global

survey, the United Nations Global Survey on Digital

and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, conducted in

2021 for Asia and the Pacific. It covers 46 developed

and developing economies from six different

subregions.

1.2 Survey instrument and

methodology

The 2021 survey builds upon the original instrument

(formerly known as the Global Survey on Trade

Facilitation and Paperless Trade Implementation),

which was prepared according to the final list of

commitments included in the WTO Trade Facilitation

Agreement (TFA) and supplemented by forward-

looking measures that are sought to be implemented

under the United Nations treaty – the CPTA.6

The 2021 survey covers 58 trade facilitation

measures that are commonly used by five United

Nations Regional Commissions (UNRC). The 58

common measures are classified into four groups

and 11 sub-groups (table 2). The first group “General

Trade Facilitation” includes many of the WTO TFA

measures with sub-groups of ‘Transparency’,

‘Formalities’, and ‘Institutional Arrangement and

Cooperation’, and ‘Transit Facilitation’. The second

group, “Digital Trade Facilitation” measures, includes

‘Paperless Trade’ and ‘Cross-Border Paperless

Trade’. The third group of “Sustainable Trade

Facilitation” measures includes ‘Trade Facilitation for

SMEs’, Agricultural Trade Facilitation and ‘Women in

Trade Facilitation’ sub-groups. In 2021, UNRCs

introduced a new group of “Other Trade Facilitation”

which comes with two sub-groups: ‘Trade Finance

Facilitation’7 and ‘Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis’.

The overall scope of the survey goes beyond the

measures included in the WTO TFA. Most paperless

trade measures, particularly cross-border paperless

trade, are not specifically featured in the WTO TFA,

5 The Global Trade Facilitation Forum was organized jointly by the five United Nations Regional Commissions (UNRCs) in Bangkok in

November 2013.

6 More information on CPTA, available at https://www.unescap.org/resources/framework-agreement-facilitation-cross-border-paperless-

trade-asia-and-pacific

7 ‘Trade Finance Facilitation’ was an optional group in the 2019 survey and three United Nations regional commissions – ESCAP,

ESCWA and ECE – used this optional group in their survey. In 2021, it has been developed in cooperation with the International Chamber

of Commerce (ICC) and surveyed across all regions.
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Table 2. Grouping of trade facilitation measures and correspondence with TFA articles

Groups Sub-groups Measures
Relevant

TFA Articles

Publication of existing import-export regulations on the Internet 1.2

Stakeholders’ consultation on new draft regulations

(prior to their finalization) 2.2

Advance publication/notification of new trade-related regulations

before their implementation (e.g., 30 days prior) 2.1

Advance ruling on tariff classification and origin of imported goods 3

Independent appeal mechanism (for traders to appeal customs

rulings and the rulings of other relevant trade control agencies) 4

Risk management (as a basis for deciding whether a shipment

will be physically inspected or not) 7.4

Pre-arrival processing 7.1

Post-clearance audits 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 copies of original supporting documents required

for import, export or transit formalities 10.2.1

Establishment of a National Trade Facilitation Committee

or similar body 23

National legislative framework and/or institutional arrangements

for border agencies cooperation 8

Government agencies delegating border controls to Customs authorities

Alignment of working days and hours with neighbouring countries

at border crossings 8.2(a)

Alignment of formalities and procedures with neighbouring countries

at border crossings 8.2(b)

Transit facilitation agreement(s) with neighbouring country(ies)

Customs authorities limit the physical inspections 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

Automated Customs System (e.g., ASYCUDA)

Internet connection available to Customs and other trade control

agencies at border-crossings

Electronic Single Window System 10.4

Electronic submission of Customs declarations

Electronic application and issuance of import and export permits

Electronic submission of Sea Cargo Manifests

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

Transparency

(Five measures)

Formalities

(Eight

measures)

Institutional

arrangement

and

cooperation

(Five measures)

Transit

facilitation

(Four measures)

Paperless

trade

(Ten measures)
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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

Electronic exchange of Customs declaration

Electronic exchange of Certificate of Origin

Electronic exchange of Sanitary and Phyto-Sanitary Certificate

Paperless collection of payment from a documentary letter of credit

Trade-related information measures for SMEs

SMEs in AEO scheme (i.e., a Government has developed specific

measures that enable SMEs to more easily benefit from the AEO scheme)

SMEs access Single Window (i.e., a Government has taken action

to make Single Window more easily accessible to SMEs

(e.g., by providing technical consultation and training services to

SMEs on registering and using the facility)

SMEs in National Trade Facilitation Committee (i.e., a Government

has taken action to ensure that SMEs are well-represented and made

key members of National Trade Facilitation Committees (NTFCs)

Other special measures for SMEs

Testing and laboratory facilities available to meet SPS of main

trading partners

National standards and accreditation bodies established to facilitate

compliance with SPS

Electronic application and issuance of SPS certificates

Special treatment for perishable goods at border crossings 7.9

Trade facilitation policy/strategy to increase women’s participation

in trade

Trade facilitation measures to benefit women involved in trade

Women’s membership in the National Trade Facilitation Committee

or similar bodies

Single Window facilitates traders access to finance

Authorities engaged in blockchain-based supply chain project

covering trade finance

Variety of trade finance services available

Agency in place to manage trade facilitation in times of crises and

emergencies

Online publication of emergency trade facilitation measures

Coordination between countries on emergency trade facilitation measures

Additional trade facilitation measures to facilitate trade in times

of emergencies

Plan in place to facilitate trade during future crises

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Table 2. (contined)

Groups Sub-groups Measures
Relevant

TFA Articles

Cross-border

paperless

trade

(Six measures)

Trade

facilitation for

SMEs

(Five measures)

Agricultural

trade

facilitation

(Four measures)

Women in

trade

facilitation

(Three

measures)

Trade finance

facilitation

(Three

measures)

Trade

facilitation in

times of crisis

(Five measures)

D
ig

it
a
l 
T

ra
d

e
 F

a
c
il
it

a
ti

o
n

(c
o
n
ti
n
e
d
)

S
u

s
ta

in
a
b

le
 T

ra
d

e
 F

a
c
il

it
a
ti

o
n

O
th

e
r 

T
ra

d
e
 F

a
c
il
it

a
ti

o
n



6 Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific 2021

although their inclusion in many cases would support

a better implementation of the TFA and in digital form.

Most measures in the “Sustainable Trade Facilitation”

group are also not specifically included in the WTO

TFA, except for some of the ‘Agricultural Trade

Facilitation’ measures. The “Other Trade Facilitation”

group is added with considerations of the role that

trade finance plays to facilitate trade flows. In

addition, addressing the challenges posed by the

COVID-19 pandemic to the global trade and supply

chain, ‘Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis’ is

introduced to the survey. This would support “build

back better” sustainable and resilient recovery

practices, which are required to avoid future systemic

vulnerabilities.

ESCAP adopted a three-step approach to developing

the dataset (table 3). Data were collected between

January and July 2021. Based on the data collected,

each of the trade facilitation measures included in the

survey was rated as “fully implemented”, “partially

implemented”, “on a pilot basis” or “not implemented”.

Definitions for each stage are provided in table 4.

A score (weight) of 3, 2, 1 and 0 was assigned to

each of the four implementation stages in order to

calculate implementation scores for individual

measures across countries, regions or groupings.

Country groupings used in the analysis are shown

in figure 1.

Table 3. A three-step approach for data collection and validation

The survey instrument was sent by the ESCAP Secretariat to trade facilitation experts

(in Governments, the private sector and academia) in Asia-Pacific countries to gather preliminary

information. The questionnaire was also made publicly available online and disseminated with

the support of the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) and the United Nations Network of

Experts for Paperless Trade and Transport for Asia and the Pacific (UNNExT). In some cases,

the questionnaire was also sent to relevant national trade facilitation authorities or agencies as

well as regional trade facilitation partners or organizations, such as the Asia Development Bank

(ADB), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Central Asia Regional Economic

Cooperation (CAREC) Institute, the Oceania Customs Organization (OCO) and the United Nations

Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). This first step took place essentially between

January and May 2021.

The ESCAP Secretariat cross-checked the data collected in Step 1. Desk research and data

sharing among UNRCs and survey partners were carried out to further check the accuracy of

data. Face-to-face or telephone interviews with key informants were arranged to gather additional

information when needed. The outcome of Step 2 was a consistent set of responses per country.

Step 2 took place between January and May 2021.

The ESCAP Secretariat sent the completed questionnaire to each national Government to ensure

that each country had the opportunity to review the dataset and provide any additional information.

The feedback results from national Governments were incorporated in order to finalize the dataset.

Step 3 took place between May and July 2021.

Data submission

by experts

Data verification

by the UNRCs

Secretariat

Data validation

by national

Governments
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Table 4. Definition of each stage of implementation

Stage of implementation Coding/scoring

Full Implementation: The trade facilitation measure implemented is in full compliance with

commonly-accepted international standards, recommendations and conventions such as the Revised

Kyoto Convention, UN/CEFACT Recommendations or the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA);

it is implemented in law and in practice; it is available to essentially all relevant stakeholders

nationwide, and supported by adequate legal and institutional frameworks as well as adequate

infrastructure, and financial and human resources. A TFA provision included in the commitments

given under Notifications of Category A may generally be considered as a measure that is fully

implemented by the country, with a caveat that the provision will be implemented by a Least

Developed Country (LDC) member within one year of the TFA agreement coming into force. If

a country registers a positive response to all sub-questions concerning a given trade facilitation

measure, that measure should be considered as fully implemented.

Partial Implementation: A measure is considered to be partially implemented if at least one of the

following is true: (a) the trade facilitation measure is in partial – but not in full – compliance with

commonly-accepted international standards, recommendations and conventions; (b) the country is

still in the process of rolling out the implementation of the measure; (c) the measure is being used

but on an unsustainable, short-term or ad-hoc basis; (d) the measure is implemented in some –

but not all – targeted locations (such as key border crossing stations); or (e) some – but not all –

targeted stakeholders are fully involved.

Pilot Stage of Implementation: A measure is considered to be at the pilot stage of implementation

if, in addition to meeting the general attributes of partial implementation, it is available only to

a very small portion of the intended stakeholder group (or at certain locations) and/or is being

implemented on a trial basis. When a new trade facilitation measure is at the pilot stage of

implementation, the old measure is often continuously used in parallel to ensure that the service is

still provided even when there has been a disruption by the new measure. This stage of

implementation also includes relevant rehearsals and preparation for full implementation.

Not implemented: A measure has not been implemented at this stage. However, this stage may

still include initiatives or efforts towards implementation of the measure. For example, under this

stage, (pre)feasibility studies or planning for the implementation can be carried out; and consultation

with stakeholders on the implementation may be arranged.

3

2

1

0
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2
Trade facilitation

implementation in

Asia and the Pacific:

Overview

Figure 1 shows the overall implementation levels of 46 Asia-

Pacific countries based on a common set of 31 trade

facilitation and paperless trade measures.8 The regional

average implementation of this comprehensive set of

measures stands at 64.87%. The implementation of trade

facilitation measures in the region is heterogeneous.

Australia, China, India, Japan, New Zealand, the Republic

of Korea and Singapore achieve implementation rates in

excess of 90%, while implementation in several other Pacific

countries barely reaches 30%.

In general, more advanced or larger economies are at

a higher level of implementation than low-income

economies, including the small or less-developed nations

such as Least Developed Countries (LDCs) or Pacific Island

Developing Economies. However, implementation levels in

these low-income economies differ dramatically from one

country to another (figure 1). For example, Cambodia has

8 Among the 58 measures surveyed across UNRCs, three measures

including ‘Electronic Submission of Sea Cargo Manifests’, ‘Alignment of

Working Days and Hours with Neighbouring Countries at Border Crossings’

and ‘Alignment of Formalities and Procedures with Neighbouring Countries

at Border Crossings’ are excluded when calculating the overall score as

they are not relevant to all the countries surveyed. Four Transit Facilitation

measures are also excluded for the same reason. In addition, “Sustainable

Trade Facilitation” and “Other Trade Facilitation” are excluded as these

are newly-added groups of measures not included in the original United

Nations survey.
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implementation rates greater than 75%, much higher

than the overall average implementation of Asia-

Pacific LDCs that stands at just over 50%. This high-

level of implementation might be explained by

ASEAN’s joint efforts on digital trade facilitation

measures, particularly the implementation of the

ASEAN Single Window to accelerate cross-border

paperless trade within the region and with non-

ASEAN trade partners. Similarly, Maldives (nearly

55%) and Vanuatu (more than 70%) have achieved

relatively high scores, in comparison with other

Small Island Developing States (SIDS), as a result

of continued work on their Single Window and

digitalization of customs documents.

Figure 1. Overall implementation of trade facilitation measures in 46 Asia-Pacific countries

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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East and 
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Asia (82.5%)

South-East Asia 
(74.3%)

South and South-West
Asia (63.1%) 

Pacific Island Developing 
Economies (40.1%) 

North and Central
Asia (71.4%) 

Transparency Formalities Institutional arrangement and cooperation Paperless trade Cross-border paperless trade

Figure 2. Trade facilitation implementation and GDP per capita of 46 Asia-Pacific economies

Sources: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021; World Bank, World

Development Indicators, accessed August 2021.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Tr
a

d
e

 f
a

ci
li

ta
ti

o
n

 im
p

le
m

e
n

ta
ti

o
n

 (
%

)

GDP per capita (2020: current US$)

60 00050 00040 00030 00020 00010 0000



Trade facilitation implementation in Asia and the Pacific: Overview 11

2.1 Implementation in

subregions and countries

with special needs

Figure 3 presents an overview of the implementation

of trade facilitation measures in the subregions and

groups of countries with special needs, i.e.,

Landlocked Developing Countries (LLDCs), LDCs

and SIDS. Apart from Australia and New Zealand,

East and North-East Asia achieved the highest

average level of implementation at 82.5%, followed

by South-East Asia (74.3%), North and Central Asia

(71.4%) and South and South-West Asia (63.1%).

The Pacific Island Developing Economies lag far

behind other subregions at 40.1%.

Trade facilitation implementation varies greatly within

each subregional grouping. Differences in trade

facilitation implementation levels are at their most

pronounced within Pacific Island Developing

Economies. Except for the Vanuatu score of more

than 70%, trade facilitation implementation rates of

other countries in this subregion range between

approximately 20% to 50%. This may be explained

by the fact that the small islands are generally

isolated economies, and therefore face many

constraints and exceptional disadvantages when it

comes to trade facilitation. Notably, when it comes

to cross-border paperless trade, the Pacific Island

economies are confronted with many profound

difficulties,9 indicating key areas for capacity-building.

Differences in trade facilitation implementation levels

are also pronounced in South-East Asia, but much

less so if Timor-Leste, a non-ASEAN country, is

excluded from the calculation.10 Indeed, the ASEAN

regional integration processes and the development

of the ASEAN Single Window appear to have played

a significant and positive role in trade facilitation

implementation. The South-East Asian subregion has

achieved higher implementation rates than several

other subregions (such as North and Central Asia,

South and South-West Asia and the Pacific Island

Developing Economies).

Figure 3. Trade facilitation implementation in the Asia-Pacific subregions

and countries with special needs

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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9 The 2021 Survey shows the Pacific Island Developing Economies subregional implementation rate for cross-border paperless trade

is only 8.08%.

10 Timor-Leste is not a member of ASEAN.
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Overall, countries with special needs in the Asia-

Pacific region face certain challenges in the

implementation of trade facilitation, in particular

paperless trade and cross-border paperless trade

measures (figure 3). LLDCs, LDCs and SIDS, which

are the world’s most vulnerable countries, face a

number of connectivity barriers. LDCs represent the

poorest and most vulnerable segment of the

international community. Special treatment and

flexibilities for LDCs are embedded in the WTO rules,

including the TFA. LLDCs lack direct access to the

sea and many SIDS have numerous islands and

often face high communication and logistic costs. The

efforts that LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS make towards

their TF implementation should be supported through

addressing their needs and enhanced cooperation by

the international community.

The LLDCs appear to have achieved higher average

levels of trade facilitation than LDCs or SIDS. This

could be viewed as the implementation of

coordinated support provided to address the special

needs of LLDCs, an important achievement in the

context of the Vienna Programme of Action (VPoA).

In addition, most of the Asia-Pacific LLDCs are

members of CAREC and have benefited from joint

efforts on Customs modernization and cooperation

efforts in CAREC countries. Trade Facilitation

Initiatives in the CAREC Programme offers technical

assistance to support the continuation of Customs

reforms and to improve flow of goods within the

CAREC region.

2.2 Most and least implemented

trade facilitation measures

All countries are engaged in the implementation of

various transparency and formalities measures. As

shown in figure 4 and table 5, ‘Transparency’ has

been the most widely implemented – the regional

average implementation rate is more than 80%. The

Stakeholders consultation on new draft regulations

is the most implemented measure in this sub-group,

with approximately 96% of the countries having the

measure implemented at least on pilot basis. Full

implementation occurs in nearly 70% of the countries.

The implementation rate of the ‘Formalities’ and

‘Transit Facilitation’ exceed 75%. The regional

average implementation rate of the ‘Institutional

Arrangements and Cooperation’ amounts to 68%.

The least implemented measure in this sub-group is

Government agencies delegating border controls to

Customs authorities. Only 17% of the countries in the

region have fully implemented this measure.

Figure 4. Implementation of different sub-groups of trade facilitation measures,

Asia-Pacific average

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Table 5. Most and least implemented measures in the Asia-Pacific region

Most implemented (% of countries) Least implemented (% of countries)

Implemented fully, Implemented fully,

Sub-groups partially and on a partially and on a

Measure pilot basis (%)/full Measure pilot basis (%)/full

implementation implementation

(%) (%)

Transparency Stakeholders’ consultation 95.7 / 69.6 Advance ruling on tariff 89.1 / 52.2

on new draft regulations classification and origin of

(prior to their finalization) imported goods

Formalities Separation of release from 97.8 / 58.7 Establishment and 84.8 / 41.3

final determination of publication of average

Customs duties, taxes, release times

fees and charges

Institutional National legislative 95.7 / 28.3 Government agencies 67.4 / 17.4

arrangement and framework and/or delegating border controls

cooperation institutional arrangements to Customs authorities

for border agencies

cooperation

Paperless trade Automated Customs 95.7 / 63.0 Electronic application for 45.7 / 21.7

system Customs refunds

Cross-border Laws and regulations for 78.3 / 21.7 Paperless collection of 41.3 / 13.0

paperless trade electronic transactions payment from a

documentary letter of credit

Transit facilitation Cooperation between 63.0 / 30.4 Transit facilitation 56.5 / 15.2

agencies of countries agreement(s)

involved in transit

Trade facilitation Trade-related information 84.8 / 37.0 SMEs access Single 43.5 / 13.0

in the SME policy measures for SMEs Window

framework

Trade facilitation Special treatment for 91.3 / 47.8 Electronic application 56.5 / 15.2

and agriculture perishable goods and issuance of SPS

trade certificates

Women in trade Women membership in the 58.7 / 8.7 TF policy/strategy to 45.7 / 8.7

facilitation National Trade Facilitation increase women’s

Committee or similar bodies participation in trade

Trade finance Variety of trade finance 67.4 / 15.2 Single Window facilitates 21.7 / 4.3

facilitation services available traders access to finance

Trade facilitation Coordination between 87.0 / 26.1 Plan in place to facilitate 69.6 / 21.7

in times of crisis countries on emergency trade during future crises

TF measures

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

The regional average level of implementation of

‘Paperless Trade’ reaches 62.4%. While many

economies have developed legal frameworks to

enable paperless trade, the implementation of cross-

border paperless trade has yet to begin in many

developing countries, and the average rate of

implementation has not reached 40%. Figure 4

shows that ‘Agricultural Trade Facilitation’ has been

generally well-implemented. However, when it comes

to other sub-groups in the “Sustainable Trade

Facilitation”, very few countries have customized their

efforts to support SMEs and women as reflected by

the low average implementation rates of 41.7% and

33.3%, respectively. ‘Trade Finance Facilitation’ is the
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least implemented among all the sub-groups, with an

implementation rate of 25.8%. This low rate is

explained in part by the absence of data for about

30% of the countries. The results particularly point

to the significant room for improvement in this area,

given its importance to ease out cash constraints,

particularly for small and medium-sized traders. In

addition, ‘Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis’ is

included for the first time in the survey in the context

of the on-going COVID-19 pandemic and its

implementation is relatively strong at 55.7%. This

could be explained by the immediate responses by

Governments to ensure swift and smooth movement,

at least for essential goods.

2.3 Progress in implementation

between 2019 and 2021

The implementation rate for 31 common trade

facilitation measures at the regional level increased

by approximately 6 percentage points from 58.9% in

2019 to 64.9% in 2021 (figure 5). The increase in the

implementation rate has relatively moderated

between 2019 and 2021, as the increase between

2017 and 2019 was 10 percentage points. The

slowdown is driven in part by the COVID-19

pandemic and the subsequent decline in world trade.

Many countries have imposed measures to restrict

their imports and exports during the pandemic.

Moreover, there is little room for some countries to

increase their implementation rates, i.e., Australia,

New Zealand, Singapore and the Republic of Korea,

as their implementation rates had already exceeded

90% in the 2019 survey. Nevertheless, the growth

rate is still encouraging compared with previous

surveys – the increase between 2015 and 2017 was

5.6 percentage points – suggesting a stable upward

trend. The highest progress is observed in South and

South-West Asia; the implementation rate of that

subregion increased by approximately 10 percentage

points (from 53.12% in 2019 to 63.12% in 2021).

Substantial progress is also observed in North and

Central Asia where the implementation rate of the

subregion increased by 6.85 percentage points.

Likewise, it is worth noting that the Pacific Island

Developing Economies have made significant

progress, evidenced by a 4.89% increase in the

implementation rate. Pacific island States saw

their vital economic links weakened in the wake of

COVID-19 with the evaporation of tourism, severe

disruptions to international trade and a reduction in

remittances. Many of the islands were quick to react

with the emergency assistance from the IMF, World

Bank, Asia Development Bank and other regional

partners.11 Given their vulnerabilities, such progress

is significant. Among the groups of countries with

Figure 5. Trade facilitation implementation by subregions in Asia and the Pacific,

2019 and 2021

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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special needs, the increase in the trade facilitation

rate is relatively small; LLDCs have made the most

progress since 2019 (8.8 percentage points), followed

by LDCs (6.77 percentage points). The SIDS also

saw a 4.88 percentage point increase during the past

two years.

In terms of sub-groups of trade facilitation, the

most progress has been observed in promoting

‘Cross-Border Paperless Trade’, or which the

implementation rate has risen by 7.4 percentage

points (from 31.2% in 2019 to 38.5% in 2021).

Similarly, the implementation rate of the Institutional

Figure 6. Implementation of different groups of trade facilitation measures in

Asia-Pacific, 2019 and 2021

Arrangement and Cooperation has increased by

7.2 percentage points (from 61.1% in 2019 to 68.4%

in 2021). The implementation rate of ‘Paperless

Trade’ rose by approximately 5.7 percentage points.

The ‘Transparency’ and the ‘Formalities’, which are

WTO TFA-related measures, have also seen

improvement, with increases of 5.1 and 5.4 between

2019 and 2021, respectively. The relatively slower

progress may be partly explained by the fact that the

‘Transparency’ and ‘Formalities’ were the two most

implemented sub-groups (more than 75%) with

comparatively smaller incremental space.

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3
Implementation of

Trade Facilitation

Measures

3.1 General trade facilitation

measures

3.1.1 Transparency

Five measures included in the survey are grouped in the

‘Transparency’ sub-group. They relate to Articles 1-5 of the

WTO TFA as well as GATT Article X on the publication and

administration of trade regulations. The average level of

implementation for all five measures in the ‘Transparency’

across the region is more than 80% (figure 4). Figure 7

shows the percentage of countries that have implemented

measures fully, partially and on a pilot basis in descending

order. Publication of existing import-export regulations on

the Internet, advance publication/notification of new trade-

related regulations before their implementation, and

stakeholder consultation on new draft regulations (prior to

their finalization) are the three most implemented measures

in the ‘Transparency’ in the region, as more than 90% of

the 46 economies have either fully or partially implemented

them. Among the ‘Transparency’ measures, advance ruling

on tariff classification and origin of imported goods has been

relatively less implemented. However, it has already either

been fully or partially implemented by about 83% of the

countries (38 countries) in the region). Five have not started

implementing it yet. Independent appeal mechanism has

also been implemented by most of the countries surveyed.
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3.1.2 Formalities

Eight measures in the Formalities sub-group are

related to Articles 7 and 10 of the WTO TFA and

GATT Article VIII on Release and Clearance of

Goods. The implementation levels of all eight

measures at the regional level are more than 80%

(figure 9). Pre-arrival processing, risk management,

separation of release from final determination of

Customs duties, taxes, fees and charges and, to a

lesser extent, acceptance of paper or electronic

copies of supporting documents required for import,

export or transit formalities, and post-clearance

audits have been well-implemented. In contrast,

establishment and publication of average release

times as well as trade facilitation measures for

authorized operators have been less implemented in

most subregions.

Most countries in the region have taken action to

implement pre-arrival processing. This is evidenced

by the fact that it has been implemented by

45 countries (98%) surveyed in the region, although

in some cases only on a pilot basis. Good practices

in this regard are also observed. A Memorandum of

Understanding on the exchange of pre-arrival

information was signed by Maldives and India to

promote trade facilitation and to enhance coordinated

Figure 7. State of implementation of the Transparency for trade facilitation by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 8. State of implementation of the Transparency in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Customs controls.12 Similarly, risk management as

well as separation of release from final determination

of customs duties, taxes, fees and charges have both

been implemented by 45 countries. Acceptance of

copies of supporting documents instead of originals

and post-clearance audits have both been

implemented fully, partially or on a pilot basis by more

than 90% of the countries (42 countries or more).

Expedited shipments as well as trade facilitation

measures for authorized operators have also been

implemented by more than 85% of the countries

surveyed, including those on a pilot basis.

Remarkably, more than 80% of the countries in the

region have implemented, at least on a pilot basis,

the establishment and publication of average release

times, which is the only trade facilitation performance

monitoring measure included in the survey. This is

worth highlighting, as what ultimately matters is how

effective trade facilitation measures have been in

reducing the time and cost of trade transactions

(figure 10).

Figure 9. State of implementation of the Formalities in Asia and the Pacific by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 10. State of implementation of the Formalities in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

12 More information available at https://raajje.mv/103644
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3.1.3 Institutional arrangement and

cooperation measures

When it comes to the Institutional Arrangement and

Cooperation, figure 11 shows that the measures of

the National legislative framework and institutional

arrangement for border agencies’ cooperation and

National Trade Facilitation Committee or similar body

have already been quite extensively implemented in

the region and most subregions. In contrast, the

implementation levels of mechanisms enabling

government agencies to delegate border controls to

Customs authorities in the Asia-Pacific region have

not reached 70%. This is particularly the case for

Pacific Island Developing Economies, where the

implementation level of this measure is merely 21%.

Figure 11. State of implementation of the Institutional Arrangement and Cooperation by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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While the National legislative framework and

institutional arrangements for border agencies

cooperation measure is being implemented by almost

all countries (more than 95%), figure 12 shows that

its implementation has been essentially partial. In

fact, only 13 (28%) countries have fully implemented

that measure, highlighting the fact that strengthening

cooperation among agencies is an on-going process.

The second implemented measure in this sub-group

is the establishment of a National Trade Facilitation

Committee or similar body. The establishment of such

a committee is mandatory for all countries that have

ratified the WTO TFA. More than 90% of the

countries have formally established a committee or

have a de facto committee in place, although not

created by a legal instrument. However, it often

remains unclear whether such a body is fully

operational or has the authority and membership

necessary to support effective trade facilitation

reforms, including implementation of paperless and

cross-border paperless trade measures. Last, the

ultimate form of inter-agency collaboration is the

delegation of authority by one or more agencies to

another, as suggested by the government agencies

delegating border controls to Customs authorities

measure. Not surprisingly, there is still a long way to

go before the measure is well-implemented across

the region, as less than 20% of the countries have

taken action towards full implementation.



Implementation of Trade Facilitation Measures 21

3.1.4 Transit Facilitation

Four of the trade facilitation measures included in the

survey are specifically related to ‘Transit Facilitation’

and WTO TFA Article 11 on Freedom of Transit. The

intent of these measures is to reduce, as much as

possible, the formalities associated with transit trade,

allowing efficient passage of goods from one country/

region to another. Transit systems and their practical

implementation vary across countries and they are

particularly important to landlocked countries, whose

goods typically need to go through a neighbouring

country’s territory before reaching a seaport for

onward transportation to their destinations. Without

positive engagement of the transit facilitation,

landlocked countries could not effectively expand

trade. Efficient transit will be the key to unlock the

potentials of landlocked countries and accelerate

regional integration. The implementation level of the

Transit in the region is more than 65% across all

measures. Implementation levels of conducting risk

assessment for transit goods are more than 80%

across all subregions.

Figure 12. State of implementation of Institutional Arrangement and Cooperation

in Asia and the Pacific

Source:  United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 13. State of implementation of the Transit Facilitation by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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While all four ‘Transit Facilitation’ measures have

been implemented by most of the countries involved,

implementation has mainly been partial. Indeed,

transit facilitation agreement(s) with neighbouring

country(ies) is considered fully implemented in only

seven countries, although most of the countries

where transit facilitation is applicable have at least

partially implemented it, i.e., they have transit

agreements with at least one of their neighbouring

countries. Similarly, cooperation between agencies of

countries involved in transit as well as supporting pre-

arrival processing for transit facilitation are fully in

place in 14 and 11 countries, respectively. Limiting

the physical inspections of transit goods and using

risk assessment is a comparatively well-accepted

approach to transit facilitation and almost all the

countries surveyed that are relevant to transit have

limited the physical inspections of transit goods

based on risk assessment (figure 14).

Figure 14. State of implementation of the Transit Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

3.2 Digital trade facilitation

Digital trade involves digitally-enabled transactions

and border procedures. The digital transformation

could significantly reduce time and costs required to

trade. Digital trade could be leveraged to mitigate the

consequences of COVID-19 and further harness the

recovery process beyond the current crisis. Although

the pandemic has accelerated digital transformation

and underscored the importance of paperless trade,

achieving cross-border paperless trade across the

region is expected to be a long and difficult process,

and it cannot be achieved without close collaboration

between countries.

3.2.1 Paperless trade measures

The regional average level of implementation for the

nine measures in the ‘Paperless Trade’ varies widely.

However, the automated custom system measure is

among the most implemented of all measures

included in the survey. All subregions, including the

Pacific Islands, have achieved implementation of

more than 70%. All these measures involve the

application of modern information and communication

technologies (ICT) in trade formalities, starting from

the availability of Internet connections at border

crossings and customs automation up to fully-fledged

electronic Single Window facilities. It is also

worth noting that despite their lack of technical

infrastructure, the Pacific Islands have achieved an

implementation rate of more than 60% for the Internet

connection available to Customs and other trade

control agencies measure. This could be partly

explained by the fact that the ICT revolution is

benefiting the Pacific Islands and is delivering

improved connectivity at an unprecedented rate. As

the Pacific’s telecommunications infrastructure and

Internet networks continue to upgrade, considerable

trade facilitation efforts have been channelled through

Internet-enabled social media and governmental

services to improve transparency and connectivity.
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Recognizing the importance of having the basic ICT

infrastructure and services to enable paperless trade,

nearly all surveyed countries (96%) have fully or

partially made an automated customs system

available. The implementation level of the electronic

submission of customs declaration measure exceeds

90%, although in a few countries it is still on a pilot

basis. More than 90% of the countries surveyed have

implemented the Internet connection to Customs and

other trade control agencies at border-crossings at

least on a partially basis. The electronic payment

of customs duties and fees measure is at least

partially available in more than 76% of the countries

surveyed.

The electronic Single Window system has also been

implemented fully, partially or on a pilot basis by

34 countries, or nearly 74% of all the Asia-Pacific

countries surveyed. However, a refund can only be

made electronically in approximately 20% the

countries surveyed. Most countries still request

refunds to be applied for with paper documents

(figure 16). Some specific paperless measures –

such as electronic application and issuance of import

Figure 15. State of implementation of the Paperless Trade by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 16. State of implementation of the Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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and export permit, electronic submission of air cargo

manifest, electronic application and issuance of a

preferential Certificate of Origin, and electronic

application for customs refunds – are even less

implemented than a Single Window. This could be

partially explained by the fact that Single Window

systems in most countries are developed and led by

Customs; information and documents issued by other

trade-related agencies may not be fully automated

or connected with a Single Window.

3.2.2 Cross-border paperless trade

measures

Among the six ‘Cross-Border Paperless Trade’

measures shown in figure 17, the laws and regulations

for electronic transactions as well as recognized

certification authority measures are basic building

blocks in enabling the exchange and legal recognition

of trade-related data and documents, not only among

stakeholders within a country, but ultimately between

stakeholders along the entire international supply

chain. The other four measures are related to the

actual exchange of specific trade-related data and

documents across borders in order to achieve a fully

integrated paperless transformation. At the regional

level, the implementation of these measures

has been very slow (ranging between 27% and 44%),

except laws and regulations for electronic transactions

for which the implementation level is about 58%.

More than 70% of the countries surveyed in the Asia-

Pacific region have at least partially developed the

legal and regulatory frameworks needed to support

electronic transactions, but these frameworks are

mostly incomplete and may not readily support the

legal recognition of electronic data or documents

received from stakeholders in other countries. This

is also true for certification authority needed to issue

traders with recognized electronic signature

certificates to conduct electronic transactions, which

have yet to be readily established/recognized by half

of the countries in the region even on a pilot basis.

Due to the lack of institutional and legal frameworks

to support cross-border paperless trade and the lack

of capacity to establish paperless systems in many

developing economies, electronic exchange of trade-

related documents such as customs declaration,

certificate of origin, and sanitary and phytosanitary

certificate have been conducted on a limited basis

with a few specific trade partners, and often only

partially or in the pilot stage of implementation.

Paperless collection of payment from a documentary

letter of credit has also been fully implemented only

by six countries and under limited implementation by

13 other countries in the region.

Figure 17. State of implementation of the Cross-Border Paperless Trade by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.3  Sustainable trade facilitation

Integration of sustainability is believed to a drive for

future trade growth. The lack of comprehensive

solutions and global regulatory frameworks to

incorporate sustainability has resulted in very slow

implementation by businesses and Governments. To

support trade facilitation in a sustainable manner and

to attain sustainable development goals during the

digital era, Sustainable Trade Facilitation has been

an essential pillar of the Global Survey since 2017.

Digital trade provides an opportunity for SMEs and

women to gain better access international markets

and global supply chains. On the other hand, digital

gaps widen inequalities among people, firms, sectors

and locations. The three sub-groups, ‘Trade

Facilitation for SMEs’, ‘Agriculture Trade Facilitation’

and ‘Women in Trade Facilitation’, are therefore

included in this group in order to address the

dimensions of sustainable development.

3.3.1 Trade facilitation for SMEs

Regional implementation of the five measures in the

‘Trade Facilitation for SMEs’ is generally low, standing

at 40.9%. Figure 19 shows that differences in

implementation levels still exist between subregions.

In general, East and North-East Asia, and North and

Central Asia show better performance in

implementing trade facilitation measures for SMEs

(more than 60%), whereas the Pacific Island

Developing Economies have taken very limited action

towards the inclusion of SMEs. The trade-related

information measures for SMEs is relatively better

implemented in the region, with a regional average

implementation rate at 65.94%. However, the

regional implementation level of other measures in

this sub-group, such as SMEs in National Trade

Facilitation Committee, SMEs in AEO schemes and

SMEs access Single Window, generally does not

exceed 40% (figure 19).

As shown in figure 20, approximately 85% of the

surveyed countries have introduced trade-related

information measures for SMEs. More than 50% of

the countries surveyed have also included the SMEs

in National Trade Facilitation Committees measure.

About 48% of the countries are in the process of

implementing additional measures for SMEs, such as

the provision of deferred duty payment for SMEs.

Measures aimed at providing specific assistance for

SMEs to participate in the AEO scheme and for

SMEs to access the Single Window are, at least

partially, implemented in approximately 26% and 37%

of the countries, respectively.

Figure 18. State of implementation of the Cross-Border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 19. State of implementation of the Trade Facilitation for SMEs by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 20. State of implementation of the Trade Facilitation for SMEs in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.3.2 Agricultural trade facilitation

measures

The COVID-19 crisis has caused uncertainties for

world trade and has led to a significant impact on the

agricultural sector. Strengthened SPS measures,

despite their contributions to protect against

irreversible risks, have posed threats to global food

supplies. Transport restrictions due to fear of

spreading the virus have made it even harder to keep

the food supply chains flowing. In this regard, the role

that trade facilitation plays in the agriculture sector

is highlighted. Trade facilitation to allow for the

expedited movement of traded goods may be more

important for the agriculture sector than for other

goods, especially perishable goods, because of their

time sensitivity. The implementation level of the

‘Agricultural Trade Facilitation’ is relatively high

compared with other sub-groups in the “Sustainable

Trade Facilitation”. The implementation rates of the

measures vary significantly among subregions. East

and North-East Asia has achieved implementation

rates of more than 90% for all measures except

electronic application and issuance of SPS

certificates. It is worth highlighting the fact that the

Pacific Islands show very limited implementation



Implementation of Trade Facilitation Measures 27

rates (15.15%) for the measure of testing and

laboratory facilities available to meet SPS of main

trading partners, suggesting additional technical

assistance is required to establish such facilities

(figure 21).

As shown in figure 22, special treatment for

perishable goods has been implemented, at least on

a pilot basis, by more than 90% of the countries

surveyed. Nearly 80% of the countries have, to some

extent, established national standards and

accreditation bodies. Testing and laboratories

facilities are also in place in slightly more than 70%

of the countries surveyed in the region, although

more than half of which offer such testing services

on a partial or pilot basis.

Electronic application and issuance of SPS

certificates is an on-going challenge for most

countries. Full implementation of this measure has

only been achieved in about 15% of Asia-Pacific

countries. The low implementation level also echoes

the findings of several cross-border paperless trade

readiness assessment studies that Customs are

much more advanced than other trade-related

government agencies in using electronic systems –

SPS certificates are, in many countries, issued

by agencies under the Ministries of Food and

Agriculture.13

Figure 21. State of implementation of the Agricultural Trade Facilitation by subregions

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.3.3 Women in trade facilitation

The regional average level of implementation for the

three measures in the ‘Women in Trade Facilitation’

remains low, standing slightly at more than 30%

across all of the measures (figure 23), suggesting

there is plenty of room for improvement. Despite

gender equality being mainstreamed in many policy

initiatives, specific gender concerns for female

traders remain limited and do not extend to trade

facilitation.

As shown in figure 24, more than 50% of the

countries have implemented trade facilitation

measures to benefit women involved in trade,

although essentially on a pilot or partial basis. These

measures range from having a gender focal point in

the relevant border agencies, promoting balanced

participation of men and women in training, to offering

specific training for women involved in trade. For

nearly 30% of the countries surveyed, it was not

possible to determine whether the female

membership in the National Trade Facilitation

Figure 22. Level of implementation of the Agricultural Trade Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 23. State of implementation of the Women in Trade Facilitation by subregion

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Committee measure is required. Efforts to ensure

female representation in national trade facilitation

committees or similar bodies appear to have been

made in about two-thirds of the countries surveyed,

but mostly on a pilot or partial basis. Less than half

of the countries of the region have a trade facilitation

policy/strategy to increase women’s participation in

trade, sometimes as part of broader trade policy

frameworks making reference to gender equality.

Given that gender equality and the empowerment of

women are important elements of the Agenda 2030

for Sustainable Development – and the typically

limited participation of women in trade and trade

facilitation – more countries may consider measures

to enhance gender balance.

Figure 24. State of implementation of the Women in Trade Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.4 Implementation of digital vs.

sustainable trade facilitation

Digital solutions for trade facilitation are the key to

sustainability. The COVID-19 pandemic has

accelerated digital transformation and underscored

the role of digitalization for ensuring sustainable and

inclusive development. Sustainable trade facilitation

can help to reap the full development-related benefits

from trade facilitation reforms; digital solutions can

be very effective means of achieving sustainable

trade facilitation by lowering the barriers specially for

the marginalized groups of stakeholders in

international trade. Given the linkage of the digital

and sustainable trade facilitation measures, it is

necessary to explore how countries have been

implementing these two groups of trade facilitation

measures.

Figure 25 illustrates the high positive correlation

between digital and sustainable dimensions of trade

facilitation. Regional average implementation rates

for the “Digital” and “Sustainable” groups are 58%

and 55%, respectively. Countries achieving higher

implementation rate for the “Digital Trade Facilitation”

group have generally also performed eminently in the

“Sustainable Trade Facilitation” group. Overall, more

advanced countries have performed better in both the

digital and sustainable dimensions than the less

advanced countries. The Republic of Korea, China

and India are among best performers in “Sustainable

Trade Facilitation”, while Singapore and Australia are

top performers in “Digital Trade Facilitation”.

Singapore has achieved more than 90% for both

groups.
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3.5 Other trade facilitation

3.5.1 Trade finance facilitation

measures

Trade finance has been a key catalyst of the

expansion of international trade. By providing liquidity

and cash flows, trade finance ensures that buyers

receive their goods and sellers receive their

payments with lower risks. That said, a lack of

adequate levels of financing is consistently identified

as a major obstacle to international commerce. Given

its importance as an enabler of international trade

transactions, ‘Trade Finance Facilitation’ was

incorporated into the 2019 survey on a pilot basis and

further merged into the 2021 survey.

The results for this sub-group should be read with

extra caution, as no information could be successfully

collected on ‘Trade Finance Facilitation’ in nearly

30% of the countries – and the data collected from

other countries is incomplete. As shown in figure 26,

the most implemented measure of the three

measures in this group is making a wide variety of

trade finance services available. At least some trade

finance services are available in more than 80% of

the countries for which data are available. However,

much fewer countries enable companies’ access to

a complete range of trade finance products and

services.14

The COVID-19 crisis arrived during a transformative

period for trade finance. Although digital transformation

continues to sweep across the banking industry,

banks facilitating international trade are still in search

of better ways to upgrade their traditional trade

finance functions. Given the complex nature of trade

finance, banks need to seize the opportunity to

transform their operational processes in order to

reduce costs and facilitate secure global trade

practices. About 40% of the countries surveyed for

which data are available have the authorities

engaged in blockchain-based supply chain projects

Figure 25. Implementation of digital and sustainable dimensions of trade facilitation

by Asia-Pacific countries

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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14 Full implementation is determined when all the following six products listed in the survey questionnaire are available – a documentary

letter of credit, import finance, export finance, factoring or receivables finance, payables finance and inventory finance.
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covering trade finance measure, although only three

countries have fully implemented this measure. Only

10 countries surveyed (about 20%) have, to some

extent, implemented the Single window facilitates

access to finance for traders measure. The results

suggest that trade finance services need to be further

developed in the region, which is generally consistent

with the findings by the Asian Development Bank

(ADB) of an annual US$1.5 trillion trade finance

gap.15 The high rates of “Don’t know” point to the fact

that trade facilitation experts and officials who

provided or validated the survey are not familiar with

trade finance. Traditional trade facilitation actors,

including Customs and ministries in charge of trade,

may see procedures related to financing and

payment of international trade transactions as outside

their scope of work. The future opportunity to

integrate trade finance practices into trade facilitation

activities, including bridging trade finance to Single

Windows, is clearly there and deserves efforts by

banks, industry players, and trade and finance

regulators.

Figure 26. State of implementation of the Trade Finance Facilitation in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.5.2 Trade facilitation in times of crisis

The Trade Facilitation Measures in Times of Crisis

was incorporated in the 2021 survey for the first time

in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The

pandemic has affected global trade unprecedentedly

and in various ways. It draws attention to better policy

responses in times of both current and future crises.

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, Governments,

border agencies, logistics companies and traders

have been exploring how they can leverage existing

trade and transport facilitation measures to keep

goods moving across borders. However, supply

chain bottlenecks as well as the existing constraint

of crisis management have exacerbated the impact

of COVID-19.

A survey of Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis and

Pandemic was designed and pilot tested in the Asia

Pacific region in 2020 to review countries’ immediate

responses at the outset of COVID-19. Good practices

identified via the pilot survey are summarized in table

6. Based on the collected good practices and other

responses from the pilot survey, ‘Trade Facilitation

in Times of Crisis’ was further tailored and

incorporated into the 2021 Global Survey as an

additional sub-group, with a set of five measures

covering both immediate crisis response and long-

term resilient measures.

15 2019 Trade Finance Gaps, Growth, and Jobs Survey, Asian Development Bank, 2019. Available at https://www.adb.org/publications/

2019-trade-finance-gaps-jobs-survey
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Table 6. A compilation of COVID-19 trade facilitation measures across the region

 Area Selected trade and transport facilitation measures

● Creating an outreach portal (Single-Window COVID-19 portal) to provide

information on rules and recommendations, including trade facilitation measures

implemented by central and local governments.

● Publishing and notifying trade facilitation measures to relevant international

organizations (WTO and WCO).

● All-government approach with the creation of task forces/governing bodies

comprised of Customs Authorities, Ministry of Transport, Ministry of Trade, Ministry

of Commerce etc.

● Coordination of border, domestic and cross-border border agencies.

● Collaboration for the expedited clearance of emergency supplies.

 ● 24/7 clearance system at major ports.

● Reductions in, and waiving of, taxes and duties for goods essential in combating

the spread of the virus.

● Expedited clearance through “green lanes” and exclusive service windows with

designated officers.

● Simplification of import, export and transit documentary requirements and

procedures.

● Risk management measures to prioritize the clearance of imports and exports

when it comes to low-risk critical supplies.

● Recognition of testing reports and certificates by competent foreign authorities as

well as third parties for the expedited clearance of essential medical supplies.

● Allowing trusted traders/AEOs to be granted expedited clearance.

● Leveraging information technology and facilitating more streamlined customs

procedures and the electronic exchange of information between transport and

control authorities.

● Implementing government digital platforms to facilitate remote working.

● Allowing the submission of electronic documents, including additional digital

documents, to be submitted via the Single Window and other web portals.

● Introducing the e-registration of travel documents.

● Creating web portals to inform about areas under lockdown and road closures.

● Making special arrangements for the movement of essential workers and traders

at border crossings.

● Expediting the movement of persons with a valid negative COVID-19 certificate.

● Development of guidelines on the prevention and control of COVID-19 for border-

crossing officials and transport crews.

● Designated priority lanes and “green corridors” for essential goods and designated

truck stops and rest area locations.

● Enhanced disinfection and sanitization regime for transport property and facilities.

● Use of the TIR/e-TIR system to facilitate transport and transit.

Transparency and institutional

cooperation

Simplification of customs

procedures and expedited

clearance

Digital/paperless trade

facilitation

Transport and transit

facilitation
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It is worth highlighting the fact that during the

COVID-19 pandemic many countries have imposed

export restrictions or trade barriers on some medical

supplies, such as vaccines and PPEs, causing

disruptions to the already fractured trading system

and placing some developing countries in danger.

Given the pain caused by restrictive measures,

cooperation between countries should be further

enhanced so as to avoid escalation of trade tensions

and keep supply chains of essential goods flowing.

In response to the current pandemic, the Group of

20 (G20) leaders have committed to “presenting

a united front against this common threat”.16 Further,

the trade and investment ministers of the G20 agreed

that, inter alia, export restrictions on vital medical

supplies should be “targeted, proportionate,

transparent, temporary” and “not create unnecessary

barriers to trade or disruption to global supply

chains”.17 Besides high level of political commitments,

most of the countries in the region for which data

are available have taken measures to ensure

“coordination between countries on emergency trade

facilitation measures”. Although more than 80% of all

the surveyed countries have agencies in place to

manage trade facilitation in times of crisis, most are

focused on medical response to the pandemic. This

could be a potential problem as coordinating bodies

for trade facilitation, such as national trade facilitation

committees or similar bodies, have not yet unlocked

their full potential during the crisis in the region. The

significant role of NTFC in coordinating trade

facilitation practices among various stakeholders

during a time of crisis is worth re-emphasizing.

Similarly, additional trade facilitation measures to

facilitate trade in times of emergencies and online

publication of emergency trade facilitation measures

have both been implemented by approximately

75% of the countries in the region. When it comes

to measures that facilitate trade in times of

emergencies, some countries surveyed have

expedited the movement of essential goods by

reducing tariffs, suspending compulsory certification

etc. Among the five measures, online publication

of emergency trade facilitation has been fully

implemented in 16 countries, the most fully-

implemented measure in this sub-group. This

measure is critical, especially when transparent and

up-to-date information is imperative to ensuring

smooth trade flows.

Countries that have plans in place to facilitate trade

during future crisis amount to about 70% of the

countries surveyed. Specifically, such plans include

managing an essential good catalogue and having

review mechanisms to improve cross-border trade to

Table 6. (continued)

 Area Selected trade and transport facilitation measures

● Launch of a financial support package to support businesses by reducing tax and

allowing deferral payments, with support of MSMEs as a priority.

● Allowing MSMEs easier access to trade facilitation information and measures,

improving the digital capacities of MSMEs and providing training assistance to

boost the resilience of MSMEs.

● Reduction in landing/port fees to help the aviation and shipping industries.

● Leveraging of e-commerce and broadcasting sales to boost exports.

● Provision of various export credit insurance tools with reduced administrative fees. 

● Introduction of online trade finance facilities and the provision of digital solutions

for trade finance.

Source: ESCAP, 2021, Trade facilitation in times of crisis and pandemic: Practices and Lessons from the Asia-Pacific region. Available

at https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/trade-facilitation-times-crisis-and-pandemic-practices-and-lessons-asia-pacific

Supporting businesses and

Micro, small and medium

enterprises (MSMEs)

16 Statement on COVID-19, Extraordinary G20 Leaders’ Summit 2020. Available at https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/

---dcomm/documents/genericdocument/wcms_740066.pdf

17 Ministerial Statement, G20 Trade and Investment Ministerial Meeting 2020. Available at https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/

dgra_30mar20_e.pdf
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secure future crises, be it natural disasters or health

emergencies. Despite the fact that only 10 countries

in the region have such plans in place, at the time

of writing, another 22 countries have already started

to explore how they can set themselves on the right

trajectory to prepare for future crises. This is a

significant improvement compared to the result of the

pilot survey conducted in 2020 in the region,18

suggesting awareness of long-term preparedness

has since been raised among countries in the region.

The current crisis has highlighted t that the world is

insufficiently prepared. How to improve resource

allocation to be better prepared for future crises

beyond COVID-19 should clearly be a policy priority

for countries that have not yet started making such

plans.

Figure 27. State of implementation of Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis in Asia and the Pacific

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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18 ESCAP, 2021, Trade facilitation in times of crisis and pandemic: Practices and Lessons from the Asia-Pacific region. Available at

https://www.unescap.org/kp/2021/trade-facilitation-times-crisis-and-pandemic-practices-and-lessons-asia-pacific

3.6 Progress and challenges in

implementation

Figure 28 shows the 10 trade facilitation measures

that have been most fully implemented in the region

by 2021. It suggests that many countries across the

Asia-Pacific region have prioritized (a) improving their

Internet connection available to Customs and other

trade control agencies, (b) stakeholders’ consultation

on new draft regulations (prior to their finalization),

and (c) establishing a National Trade Facilitation

Committee or similar body to achieve full

implementation during the past years. Many countries

have also worked on improving measures in the

‘Formalities’, ‘Transparency’ and ‘Paperless Trade’,

such as acceptance of copies of original supporting

documents required for import, export or transit

formalities, the publication of existing import-export

regulations on the Internet, and an automated

Customs System. Significant progress has been

made towards achieving full implementation.
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Figure 28. Trade facilitation measures most fully implemented in Asia and the Pacific (46 countries)

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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4
Assessing the Impact

of Trade Facilitation in

Asia and the Pacific

Based on the survey data presented above, the impact from

the implementation of trade facilitation measures on trade

costs are estimated . Two models, based on ADB/ESCAP

(2021), are designed in an effort to assess the potential

effects of different groups of trade facilitation measures

(general and digital trade facilitation measures, as defined

in table 2), with model 1 estimating an overall implementation

rate of 31 main measures and model 2 separating general

and digital trade facilitation measures. Other traditional trade

cost factors taken into consideration are: (a) natural

geographic factors (distance, “landlockedness” and

contiguity); (b) cultural and historical distance (e.g., common

official language and former colonial relationships); (c) the

presence of regional trade agreements; (d) prevalence of

decent soft infrastructure (access to finance); and (e) hard

infrastructure for trade (liner shipping connectivity – LSCI).

The effect on trade cost reduction as a result of streamlining

trade facilitation measures is three times the trade cost

reduction when compared to the effect of an improvement

in hard infrastructure, such as maritime connectivity. Among

trade facilitation measures, digital trade facilitation could be

one of the main factors in mitigating such negative impact

as a result of trade cost surge.

Further investigation through streamlining trade facilitation

performance under WTO TFA are shown in table 7. The

estimated trade cost reductions in the Asia-Pacific region

are calculated by three sets of trade facilitation measures,
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ranging from baseline to WTO TFA+ measures. The

first set of trade facilitation measures are in line with

binding measures under WTO TFA, while the second

set of measures incorporates both binding and non-

binding WTO TFA measures. The third set of

measures goes beyond the WTO TFA measures, with

additional paperless and cross-border paperless

trade facilitation measures included. Average trade

cost reductions for each set of measures are

calculated based on the circumstances of partial and

full implementation, respectively.19

Implementation of WTO TFA binding measures only

leads to a limited decrease in trade cost, with an

utmost 4.11% reduction when full implementation is

achieved. As shown in figure 4, measures in the

WTO TFA-related measures such as ‘Transparency’

and Formalities have already seen high

implementation rate (over 75%), indicating that

countries in the region have reaped benefits of

achieving baseline compliance with WTO TFA and

need to gather momentum by pursuing higher and

different trade facilitation goals. Non-binding

measures under WTO TFA still have the potential to

further facilitate trade and reduce unnecessary trade

costs as reflected by the moderate decreases in trade

costs of 2.81% and 6.64% when partially and fully

implemented respectively. The most significant

change in trade costs is estimated when paperless

and cross-border paperless trade measures are

incorporated into the scope of trade facilitation efforts,

as the trade cost reductions reach 7.65% and 13.4%

respectively. As model 2 reveals, digital trade

facilitation measures such as digitalization of

formalities serve as a greater catalyst for expedited

trade flows than general measures do, as the trade

costs reduction of the former outweighs that of the

latter, especially with the third set of measures.

As estimated in table 8, subregions across the

Asia-Pacific region would achieve trade cost

reductions by improving implementation under WTO

TFA+, although with varying degrees of trade cost

reductions for each subregion. Notably, the Pacific

Island Developing Economies and North and Central

Asia are estimated to be the two biggest beneficiaries

of paperless and cross-border paperless trade

measures, as their potential trade cost reduction

19 The partial implementation scenario estimates trade cost reductions when all countries who have not yet implemented trade facilitation

measures or are currently at the pilot stage, take action to achieve at least partial implementation. The full implementation scenario

accordingly is considered when countries that have not fully implemented trade facilitation measures make solid efforts to achieve full

compliance.

Table 7. Changes in trade costs in Asia and the Pacific resulting from implementation

of trade facilitation and paperless trade (per cent)

WTO TFA + (binding +

WTO TFA (binding only)
WTO TFA non-binding + other

Asia-Pacific: (binding + non-binding) paperless and cross-border

Trade costs model paperless trade)

Partially Fully Partially Fully Partially Fully

implemented implemented implemented implemented implemented implemented

Model 1

Overall trade -1.74 -4.11 -2.81 -6.64 -7.65 -13.40

facilitation

Model 2

General trade -0.56 -1.36 -0.73 -1.91 -0.92 -2.18

facilitation

measures

Digital trade -1.56 -2.80 -8.78 -13.09

facilitation

measures

Source: ADB/ESCAP, 2021, Asia-Pacific Trade Facilitation Report 2021.
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Table 8. Changes in trade costs in Asia-Pacific subregions resulting from implementation of trade

facilitation and paperless trade (per cent)

WTO TFA + (binding +

WTO TFA (binding only) WTO TFA non-binding + other

Asia-Pacific (binding + non-binding) paperless and cross-border

subregions paperless trade)

Partially Fully Partially Fully Partially Fully

implemented implemented implemented implemented implemented implemented

Asia-Pacific -1.74 -4.11 -2.81 -6.64 -7.65 -13.40

East and -0.17 -1.36 -0.51 -2.76 -3.25 -7.53

North-East Asia

North and Central -1.42 -3.75 -1.93 -5.67 -7.39 -13.04

Asia

South and -3.04 -6.38 -4.89 -10.34 -10.92 -17.95

South-West Asia

Pacific Islands -4.33 -8.78 -7.78 -14.76 -18.15 -26.00

Developing

Economies

ASEAN -0.12 -1.52 -0.18 -2.57 -3.03 -8.21

Central Asia -2.85 -5.91 -4.14 -8.91 -10.39 -16.91

Regional Economic

Cooperation

Special Programme -4.57 -8.08 -6.31 -11.41 -13.66 -20.11

for the Economies

of Central Asia

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

stands at 26% and 18%, respectively. Given the

existing advanced state of implementation for trade

facilitation measures, East and North-East Asia and

ASEAN have the potential to gain savings in trade

costs of only about 8% on average. For a closer look

at the individual country levels, figure 29 presents

estimated trade cost reductions for 32 countries in

descending order. Noticeably, differences in levels of

trade cost reductions are pronounced in the region,

especially in the third scenario when paperless and

cross-border paperless trade measures are fully

implemented. The varying extent of trade cost gains

suggests that there is considerable room for

improvement in terms of trade facilitation, such as

streamlined processes and interoperability between

Customs, among others. The past few years have

seen significant progress in the CPTA that entered

into force in 2021, pointing the direction for future

cooperation in cross-border paperless trade among

countries at the regional level (see box 1).
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Figure 29. Impact of trade facilitation implementation on trade costs of Asia-Pacific economies

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Box 1. Continued efforts to accelerate trade digitalization via a United Nations Treaty

The Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific (CPTA), a United

Nations treaty, aims 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. It is designed as an inclusive and enabling platform that

will benefit all participating economies, regardless of where they stand in terms of trade facilitation or single window/

paperless trade implementation.

The treaty was adopted by the ESCAP members in 2016. On 20 February 2021, it entered into force, which

indicates ESCAP members’ continued efforts on acceleration of trade digitalization in the region. As stated in

Article 19 of the Agreement, it entered into force 90 days after the date on which the Governments of at least five

ESCAP member States have deposited their instruments of ratification or accession. Azerbaijan acceded in March

2018 and the Philippines acceded in December 2019. The Islamic Republic of Iran ratified in May 2020, Bangladesh

ratified in October 2020 and China, as the fifth country, ratified in November 2020. In addition, Armenia and

Cambodia signed in 2017. Furthermore, several other ESCAP member States are in the process of completing

their domestic processes for accession.

Achieving cross-border paperless trade across the region is a long and difficult endeavour; it cannot be achieved

without close collaboration between countries, and requires high-level commitment and vision of countries to

harnessing the benefits from trade digitalization. The CPTA is expected to support the process by providing

a dedicated institutional framework for countries with proven political will to develop legal and technical solutions

for cross-border paperless trade, including through pilot projects, capacity-building and technical assistance, based

on existing international standards. Some of the benefits for ESCAP member States who become parties to the

CPTA include:

(a) Accelerated progress towards a digital and paperless trade environment at the national level, with the

opportunity to integrate emerging cross-border paperless trade considerations and best practices early in

the development of national Single Windows and other paperless trade systems;

(b) A reduction in overall investment costs and maximization of returns from investments in paperless trade

systems, through concurrent development of national paperless trade systems and environment for

cross-border trade data exchange;

(c) Increased opportunities for capacity- building through training, workshops and knowledge-sharing platforms

as well as easier access to information, knowledge and resources to achieve full digital implementation of

the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement;

(d) Direct participation in the development of pragmatic solutions for the cross-border exchange of trade

documents. For more advanced countries with relevant experience and existing practices, this will enable

them to ensure that new regional systems and solutions will be harmonized and interoperable with what

they have already achieved on a bilateral and/or subregional basis;

(e) Compliance with commitments the Party may have made through in its bilateral and plurilateral trade

agreements, such as regional trade agreements (RTAs) to collaborate on exchanging electronic of data

and documents (typically featured in “Paperless Trading” Articles in RTAs, or related provisions or

agreements).

More details on the CPTA, including a draft implementation roadmap, are available at https://www.unescap.org/kp/cpta
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This report presents data on trade facilitation and paperless

trade implementation collected from 46 economies across

the Asia-Pacific region, and covering six different subregions

and three groups of countries with special needs, i.e., LDCs,

LLDCs and SIDS. The survey covered not only the

implementation of general trade facilitation measures,

including most of those featured in the WTO TFA, but also

more advanced ICT-based trade facilitation measures as

well as measures towards a more sustainable, inclusive and

resilient trade facilitation. Figure 30 confirms the strong

relationship between international trade costs for Asia-

Pacific countries and their level of trade facilitation

implementation. Based on 31 common trade facilitation

measures included in the survey, the regional average trade

facilitation implementation was found to be 64.9%, an

increase of 6 percentage points compared to the previous

survey result – a moderate progress in the wake of COVID-

19 pandemic and supply chain disruptions. The assessment

revealed that a large majority of countries in the region have

been actively engaged in measures such as ‘Transparency’,

streamlining formalities and enhancing institutional

cooperation. Customs authorities in essentially all the

countries surveyed have been actively developing

automated systems to speed up customs clearance while

also improving customs control through risk management.

More than 70% of the economies are now actively engaged

in the implementation of more advanced national multi-

agency paperless systems, such as national electronic

Single Windows, enabling electronic data and information

sharing among government agencies and businesses for

the purpose of paperless trade.
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Significant progress has been observed in

cross-border paperless trade, by virtue of the

implementation of compatible, integrated and

synchronized regional platforms bilaterally as well as

in several subregions that boost cross-border trade.

This has enhanced collaboration in electronic

exchanges of data and documents, including the

acceleration of data exchange through the ASEAN

Single Window (ASW). At the time of writing this

report, all ASEAN members have joint ASW Live

Operation, which allowed the granting of preferential

tariff treatment based on the ATIGA e-Form D

exchanged through the ASW. Recently, Cambodia,

Myanmar, Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand started

the exchange of the ASEAN Customs Declaration

Document (ACDD) through the ASW and the

remaining members are expected to join by the end

of this year. The system opens opportunities for more

trade-related documents – e-SPS Certificates, Animal

Health Certificates (e-AH) and Food Safety

Certificates (e-FS)) to be exchanged electronically.

However, the implementation of cross-border

paperless trade remains low. This is not surprising

given that, on the one hand, many developing

economies in the region are at an early stage of

development of the national paperless system, 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, it is in the interest of countries

from all groups to work together and develop the

legal and technical protocols needed for the

seamless exchange of regulatory and commercial

data and documents along the international supply

chain.

The Framework Agreement on Facilitation of

Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the

Pacific (CPTA), 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 CPTA is set to

benefit all parties regardless of their current state

of implementation of paperless trade. The CPTA

entered into force in February 2021 and the first

implementation meeting is to be held in April 2022.

Therefore, all countries in the region are encouraged

to become parties to the treaty as soon as possible

in order to take advantage of what the agreement

offers, especially in terms of accessing capacity-

building and technical assistance.

To further advance trade facilitation and paperless

trade, figure 31 shows that the implementation is

a step-by-step process, based on the groups of

measures included in this survey. Trade facilitation

Figure 30. Trade facilitation implementation and trade costs for Asia-Pacific economies

Sources: ESCAP-World Bank International Trade Cost Database (July 2021 update) and United Nations Global Survey on Digital

and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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begins with the setting up of the institutional

arrangement needed to prioritize and coordinate the

implementation of trade facilitation measures. The

next step is to make trade processes more

transparent by sharing information on existing laws,

regulations and procedures as widely as possible,

and consulting with stakeholders when developing

new ones. Designing and implementing simpler and

more efficient trade formalities is the third step. The

re-engineered and streamlined processes may first

be implemented based on paper documents, but they

can then be further improved through ICT and the

development of paperless trade systems. The

ultimate step is to enable the electronic exchange of

trade data and documents by traders, Governments

and service providers within national (Single Window

and others) systems, for use and re-use in providing

stakeholders in partner countries with the information

they need to speed up the movement of goods and

reduce the overall costs of trade.20

Looking ahead, digital trade facilitation offers a great

opportunity to reduce trade costs and increase trade

volume in the region. This is particularly the case with

the current COVID-19 crisis, which has accelerated

digital transformation and underscored its importance

for sustaining trade flows. Countries in the region

have strived to improve their digital infrastructure to

facilitate trusted and secure data-sharing among

partners. The introduction of the Singapore Trade

Data Exchange (SGTraDex), a new common data

infrastructure to support digital data sharing between

Figure 31. Moving up the trade facilitation ladder towards seamless international supply chains

Source: United Nations Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Note: The figure shows the cumulative trade facilitation implementation scores of Asia-Pacific subregions for 31 common trade facilitation

measures included in the survey. Full implementation of all measures = 100.
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20 This step-by-step process is inspired by, and generally consistent with the UN/CEFACT step-by-step approach to trade facilitation in

the move towards a Single Window environment.
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supply chain ecosystems, is one of the many recent
examples to optimize trade flows through digital
technology.21

Member countries can enhance their competitiveness
in global markets and improve the effectiveness of
their participation in global value chains through
paperless trade and the seamless electronic
exchange of trade data and documents. In this
regard, the CPTA not only supports and complements
the WTO TFA, it also provides a unique platform for
ESCAP member States to tap into their potential.
Indeed, making further progress on trade facilitation
and digitalization can be expected to increase
regional annual net exports by US$16 billion.

Sustainable and digital are two highly correlated
dimensions of trade facilitation. When it comes to
sustainable trade facilitation, the implementation of
“inclusive” measures to promote SMEs and the
participation of women in trade remains low. SMEs
represent about 90% of businesses and more than
50% of employment worldwide,22 yet trade facilitation
measures tailored to SMEs are insufficient. As
noted in the World Trade Report 2020, SMEs
are still facing disproportionate barriers to trade due
to inadequate access to digital infrastructure,
insufficient IT skills and a lack of financial resources.23

Addressing these barriers should be done in parallel
with implementing trade facilitation measures that
better take into account the constraints and
characteristics of SMEs – e.g., in AEO programme.
Recommendation 33 of UN/CEFACT recognizes the
significance of the Single Window for trade generally
and SMEs specifically. Facilitation for AEOs is also
one of the two TFA measures that specifically
mentions SMEs. Therefore, building the capacity of
SMEs and taking them into account in trade
facilitation policies are of critical importance in
achieving sustainable trade facilitation.

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 the

participation and decision-making of women in trade
facilitation and standards-related activities, could
have a significant impact on increasing exports
and enabling women to achieve higher income
opportunities.24

The role of trade finance in international trade is
important, and the availability and adequate provision
of finance is essential for a healthy trading system.
This is particularly true for developing economies and
SMEs seeking to benefit from trade opportunities.
However, in the wake of COVID-19 pandemic,
access to trade finance has become more difficult
and costly as the crisis has seriously undermined the
market confidence. Awareness of trade finance
appears to be limited among trade policy and
facilitation specialists; this could be due to the fact
that international payments and transactions might
fall outside the scope of their work. Therefore, trade
facilitation policymakers and enforcers need to work
together with stakeholders in the financial sectors to
see how trade finance can be made more easily
available and integrated into trade facilitation
implementation strategies, including Single Window
development plans.

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly exposed
many weaknesses of the trading system. Restrictive
measures imposed during the crisis have ultimately
undermined confidence and posed threats to the
rule-based trading system. Results of the newly
incorporated ‘Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis’
sub-group show that countries are not sufficiently
prepared at either the national or regional level,
despite immediate policy responses put in place to
expedite movement of essential goods. There is still
room to enhance regional coordination and improve
long-term mechanisms for future emergencies. It is
imperative to enhance regional connectivity through
coordinated trade facilitation actions at this pivotal
time. Continued and sustained efforts should be
made to further enhance cooperation, make trade
information transparent, strengthen the capacity of
countries to contribute to recovery and prepare to
adequately safeguard against future crises. This
includes the climate crisis, in which trade facilitation
certainly has a mitigating role to play.25

21 More information is available at https://www.imda.gov.sg/for-industry/sectors/Logistics/SGTraDex---Common-Data-Infrastructure
22 ITC, 2021, SME Competitiveness Outlook: Empowering the Green Recovery
23 WTO, 2020, World Trade Report 2020: Government policies to promote innovation in the digital age. Available at https://www.wto.org/

english/res_e/booksp_e/wtr20_e/wtr20_e.pdf
24 UNECE, 2017, Briefing Note on the contribution of UN/CEFACT to United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5, Executive

Committee, Centre for Trade Facilitation and Electronic Business, twenty-third session.
25 Duval Y,  Hardy, S, 2021. A primer on quantifying the environmental benefits of cross-border paperless trade facilitation. Available at

https://artnet.unescap.org/publications/working-papers/primer-quantifying-environmental-benefits-cross-border-paperless-trade”
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