
Streamlining documentary formalities and 
international trade facilitation standards
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«The integration of international norms and 
standards in the design and implementation of 
socio-economic responses is as critical as ever.»

A UN framework for the immediate socio-
economic response to COVID-19 (April 2020)

Webinar on Trade Facilitation in Times of COVID-19 
SPECA Working Group on Trade

6-7 July 2020 



Each Member of the WTO shall review formalities and documentation 
requirements and ensure that such formalities and documentation requirements: 
are adopted and/or applied with a view to a rapid release and clearance of goods
(particularly perishable goods); were aimed at reducing the time and costs of 
compliance for traders and transport operators; were the least restrictive 
measures chosen; and were not maintaned if no longer requried. 
TFA, art. 10.1: Formalities and documentation requirements

„Formalities“ – regulatory administrative procedures and related 
legal provisions on controls on cross-border import, exports and 
transit activities.
„Facilitation“ – Process of eliminating all unnecessary elements and 
duplications in formalities, processes and procedures
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Formalities



Need to analyse formalities and documentary 
procedures in order to simplify them:

Streamlining documentary procedures and simplifying documents can 
significantly reduce transaction costs, improve the efficiency of official 
controls and increase the trade security. Possible steps:
1. Make an inventory of all required documents and procedures 
2. Use Time Release Studies (TFA art.7.6); Doing Business, LPI reports
3. Carry out Business Process Analysis:

– Analyze processes
– Identify repeated or redundant formalities and requirements
– Prepare recommendations on how to re-engineer the business processes 

in order to simplify them; eliminate unnecessary documentary 
procedures and formalities; prepare them for electronic document and 
data exchange; perform any other TF reforms

4. Data harmonization (facilitation and reuse in various 
documents)
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Data Model and Digital 
Documents

Data Analysis and 
Simplification

Document 
Simplification

Business Process 
Analysis and 
Simplification

Develop electronic 
documents

Simplify paper 
documents

A stepwise approach to simplification and automation

Analyze information in 
the documents 

Understand and 
simplify business 
processes



Overall BPA Project Management
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Timeline

1. Inception Phase

- Thinking about 
the direction (to do
or not to do)

- Preparation

- Develop ToR
(scoping the

objectives)
- Overall Plan

2. Project (Execution) Phase
- Detailed Plan
- Data Collection
- Capture/Document the process in 

details
- Draft recommendations
- Submit the final reports

3. Post-Project Phase
- Move to implementing

the recommendations

Today Date

Official
Project Kickoff

Date

Project end
Date



Example: Importation by Sea
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BPA Phase I-2:  Scope Setting

• Vessel Agent
• Maritime Pilot’s Station
• Marine Department
• Port Operator
• Customs
• Other Government Agencies
• Importer or Representative
• Terminal Operator
• Haulage/Truck

Example: List stakeholders 
involved in importation by sea

Draw a use case diagram to
illustrate the business domain
with process areas and
high-level business processes
as well as stakeholders 
associated with each of them 
(we use UML)

Vessel Agent

Port Operator

Marine 
Department

Terminal 
Operator

Haulage/Truck

Maritime Pilot’s 
Station

Customs

Importer
or Representative

Other Government
Agencies

Business Processes

Actor

Enter a seaport

Report cargo
manifest

Unload cargo

Clear goods
through customs

Arrange
transport for the
pick-up of goods

Handle cargo at
the terminal

Prepare to
enter a seaport

Prepare documents
for import

Pay for goods
Bank



Phase III-6: Recommendation Development
Example: Time – Procedure Chart of Importation by Sea

9 Main processes
1.Prepare documents for import
2.Prepare to enter a seaport (Vessel) 
3.Enter a seaport (Vessel) 
4.Report cargo manifest
5.Unload cargo
6.Clear goods through customs 
7.Arrange the transport for the pick-up of goods
8.Handle cargo at the terminal 
9.Pay for goods 
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Main area for 
improving 
efficiency: 
days for 
preparing 
documents



Why data harmonization? 

• Simplification and standardization of submission of data in 
different documents 

• The data required in trade and transport documents is often 
repeated, adding to the complexity. 

• Trade facilitation => cutting red tape: e.g. the submission of 
repeated data in 40 documents to 40 different agencies

• Harmonize data and align it to international standards in 
order to reuse it in different documents; use the same codes

• Data harmonization necessitates a project approach, with a 
concrete objective (e.g. to simplify data collection; build a 
Single Window, etc.), a budget and an interagency, public-
private project team, knowing documentary procedures and 
data structures.
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UNCEFACT Recommendation 34: 
Data Harmonization in 4 stages (“manual” or automated)

Business 
Process
Analysis

Reconciling
Data harmonization

Data element
questionnaire

Result:
Standard data 
set

Data modelling (+ alignment with UNTDED, WCO  DM, etc.)
Regional harmonization / harmonized data model

Structuring
Definition
Interagency expert 
group

Capturing
Interagency
expert group

Analysis
Interagency
expert group

Standards
UNTDED
WCO Data Model
Core components
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Example of documentary simplification: 
SAD (1988): EU + EFTA. 

• Combined over 200 Customs and statistical 
documents in the EEC. 

• Common rules for 30 years.
• Intro of Union Customs Code (UCC) amendments 

 Rationalised and reduced administrative 
documentation

 Ensured openness in national administrative 
requirements

 Reduced amount of data
– With possibility for countries to require or not 

some of the data elements (“Optional boxes”)

 Standardise and harmonise data
– Which implies use of common codes for certain 

data elements

Streamlining Customs declarations: the SAD
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Streamlining Customs declarations: the SAD
 Use international standards

 WCO data model
 Internationally defined Codes

Country codes (iso alpha 2 codes – ISO 
3166-derived) (Boxes 15, 17, 21, 34 ...)

Currency codes (box 22 – ISO 4217))
Modes of transport (boxes 25 and 26 –

UN-ECE rec. 28)
Customs offices (box 29, 51 – UN 

LOCODE - partially)
Package codes (box 31 UN-ECE rec. 21)
Commodity code (box 33 – HS code)
Documents identification (boxes 1, 40, 

44, partially 1001 Edifact codes)...



Mapping the SAD data requirements 
to CCL, WCO DM, UNTDED
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Varying trade and transport documents –
towards a UNLK



TFA: Art.10.3 Use of International Standard

• 3.1 Members are encouraged to use relevant international standards or 
parts thereof as a basis for their import, export, or transit formalities and 
procedures, except as otherwise provided for in this Agreement.

• 3.2 Members are encouraged to take part, within the limits of their 
resources, in the preparation and periodic review of relevant international 
standards by appropriate international organizations.

• 3.3 The Committee[of WTO on Trade Facilitation] shall develop 
procedures for the sharing by Members of relevant information, and best 
practices, on the implementation of international standards, as appropriate. 
The Committee may also invite relevant international organizations to 
discuss their work on international standards. As appropriate, the 
Committee may identify specific standards that are of particular value to 
Members. 
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Trade Facilitation and International Organizations

Family of international standard-setting organizations:
1. UNECE/UNCEFACT; WCO; ISO (TC154, etc.)
2. Sectorial organizations (e.g. FAO / Int’l Plant Protection Convention)

Organizations providing technical assistance :
1. UNCTAD, ITC
2. World Bank, other development banks
3. Regional organizations (APEC, EAEU, CEFTA2006, etc.)
4. Bilateral development organizations

Legal rules – a roof 
(WTO TFA; provisions of RTAs & various conventions)



Trade Facilitation Standards
One must distinguish:
1. Technical, phytosanitarian and toehr standards from
2. Trade Facilitation Standards (e.g. UNLK, UN/EDIFACT), that

can be applied voluntary (and therefore are not 
mandatory)

a) Standards on exchange of documents in trade and transport
b) Codes (used in forms): e.g. UN/LOCODE, currency codes, etc. : 

http://www.unece.org/uncefact/codelistrecs.html
c) Standards for electronic exchange of data, e.g. UN/EDIFACT
d) Data standards definitions (UNTDED, CCL)
e) Standards for Customs proceudres (WCO: Revised Kyoto Convention and 

WCO SAFE Framework standards (SAFE)) 
f) International trade procedures (Rec. 18 UN/CEFACT)
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http://www.unece.org/uncefact/codelistrecs.html


UN/CEFACT standards on data harmonization
and documents in SW

• UN/CEFACT Multimodal Transport Reference Data 
Model

• Методология моделирования унифицированного 
бизнес-процесса СЕФАКТ ООН– ММ СЕФАКТ ООН

• UN/CEFACT Technical Specification of Core Components 
CCTS  v2.01 (ISO 15000-5/CCS)

• UN/CEFACT Core Components Library
• UN/CEFACT XML naming and configuration rules
• UN/CEFACT Handbook / UN/EDIFACT
• United Nations Trade Data Element Directory 

(UNTDED)
• United Nations Layout Key (UNLK): Rec. 1 UNECE

Are used in the e-CMR and e-TIR
Project of digital transport corridor Rein-Danube based on 
UN/EDIFACT



Importance of standardization of data 
Example of UN/LOCODE for trade and transport points

2 кода для Гибралтара

8 cities named Odessa in the world: 
In the USA:

US ODF (FL) in Canada:
US ODG (MO) CA ODE (ON)
US ODS (NY)
US OSD (TX) in Ukraine:
US ZGY (DE) UA ODS
US ZOA (NE)
… just try to send a container to Canada, using electronic data submission, to Odessa, 
Canada, without UN/LOCODE



SMGS Consignment Note
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Example: Phytosanitary certificate standard
http://www.fao.org/docrep/004/y3241e/y3241e07.htm#TopOfPage
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Thank you!
Fore more see Identifying Bottlenecks and Opportunities Itinerary:

http://tfig.unece.org/contents/itinerary-07-start.html

Марио Апостолов
Regional Advisor UNECE

Economic Cooperation and Trade Division
Palais des Nations, Room 431

CH-1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland
tel.: +41 22 9171134

e-mail: mario.apostolov@un.org

www.unece.org/trade &   www.unece.org/cefact

http://tfig.unece.org/contents/itinerary-07-start.html
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