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Semantics and UN/CEFACT

• Semantics, in the context of electronic data 
exchange, is the unambiguous meaning of the 
information shared between sender, receiver
and any stakeholder who views or uses the 
information.

• UN/CEFACT work on data dictionaries and 
business processes
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From Paper to Electronic

• Paper environment
• Often free text
• Structure provided in UN Layout Key
• Use of codified information

• Electronic environment
• Information must be structured
• Usually using codified information
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Semantics versus Syntax

In the context of electronic messages:

• Semantics
• The base meaning of each data element

• Syntax
• The protocol or language used to communicate the 

information
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Syntax

• UN/EDIFACT
• Centrally developed, maintained and 

published as a global standard

• Extensible Marked-up Language
(XML)

• Human readable
• Flexible
• No single global standard

• JavaScript Object Notation (JSON)
• Progressively more used
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If no standard : build bridges

• Mapping of each piece of information between
two syntax

• Importance of the hierarchy of information
• Any modification can change the mapping

• Work can be exponential depending on how 
many partners and how many mapping are 
required

• Importance of the use of clearly defined
semantics
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Semantics and the WTO TFA

• WTO TFA Article 10.3.1:
• Use relevant international standards or parts thereof

as a basis for import, export or transit formalities and 
procedures.

• But clear, semantic data-exchange standards 
also support:

• Article 7.1.2: Pre-arrival processing
• Article 7.2: Electronic Payment
• Article 10.2.1: Acceptance of Copies
• Article 10.7.2.d: Common Border Procedures
• Article 12.4: Request for Customs Cooperations
• Article 12.6: Response to such cooperation
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Semantics and the SDGs

• Target 8.2: Gostering growth through more efficient, 
simple and harmonized processes

• Targets 12.4 & 12.5: reducing carbon footprint (by 
eliminating paper documents)

• Targets 2, 3 & 14: end hunger, improve food
security, heathy lives, sustainable marine resources
…

• Targets under SDG 8: sustainable tourism
• Target under SDG 9: infrastructure to support 

economic development with a focus on affordable
and equitable access to all

• Targest under SDG 17: inclusive knowledge sharing 
and supporting the WTO TFA 8
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