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Report on the Conclusions of the Workshop on Best Practices and Lessons
Learned on Digitalization Initiatives

Executive Summary

This report presents the primary outcomes and strategic findings of the Workshop on Best
Practices and Lessons Learned on Digitalization Initiatives, held from 27 to 28 May 2026 at the
World Customs Organization (WCO) Headquarters in Brussels Belgium.

The event convened representatives from 16 Member Administrations (Albania, Colombia, Georgia,
Guatemala, Indonesia, Kenya, Kosovo, Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, Moldova, Morocco, Serbia, South
Africa, Tunisia, Ukraine and Uzbekistan) spanning 5 WCO Regions. A distinguished panel of experts
from the Customs Administrations of Saudi Arabia, Switzerland, Tunisia, and the United Arab
Emirates, alongside the WCO Secretariat and Technical and Operational Experts on Technology and
Innovation, shared insights on digital initiatives and emerging global trends.

Methodology

The workshop utilized a peer-to-peer collaborative model centred on interactive experience sharing.
The two-day agenda was structured to facilitate multi-stakeholder dialogue and ensure all
participants could explore diverse operational perspectives.

Day 1 featured 3 thematic panels capturing practical insights from Customs Administrations that
have steered high-impact digital transformations. Complementing these case studies, the WCO
Secretariat provided a global perspective on recurring challenges observed during capacity-building
delivery, particularly in transitioning members from manual to data-driven paradigms.

Day 2 focused on breakout sessions. Participants contextualized the preceding day's lessons within
their national frameworks, mapping specific institutional bottlenecks and identifying the critical
success factors required to mature into data-driven organizations.

Conclusions

Customs modernization is no longer an option but a necessity. Successful evolution extends far
beyond automating isolated procedures; it demands a holistic approach integrating enabling legal
frameworks, robust governance, business process re-engineering, institutional capacity-building,
and scalable technological infrastructure.

A. Main challenges identified

Demand pressures: Customs Administrations face exponential growth in the volume and
complexity of foreign trade, primarily fuelled by cross-border e-commerce. The surge in low-
value consignments—coupled with conflicting mandates to expedite clearance while maintaining
strict enforcement—requires a shift toward smarter operations. Relying on manual controls is no
longer sustainable; administrations must prioritize pre-arrival processing and data-driven risk
management.
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Process Challenges: Several Customs Administrations and border agencies continue to rely
on paper-based, fragmented procedures that that generate systemic inefficiencies, duplications
of effort, and inconsistent enforcement. This lack of end-to-end digital integration compromises
supply chain visibility, diminishes traceability, and complicates efforts to streamline cargo
movement.

Technological challenges: Legacy systems, fragmented software ecosystems, and disparate
data submission channels slow down modernization. Limited interoperability, inconsistent data
management, and weak software version control undermine data integrity, preventing agencies
from fully leveraging automation and advanced data analytics.

Coordination: Effective digital transformation requires close collaboration with other
government agencies and the trading community. However, formal, structured stakeholder
engagement remains a significant area of opportunity. These issues result in inconsistencies in
the involvement of stakeholders, lack of visibility and trust.

People: Participants emphasized that digital reforms are frequently stalled by deficits in
specialized skills, institutional capacity, and change management communication. A shortage of
expertise in emerging technologies and modern agile project management slows organizational
adoption and blunts the long-term impact of new tools.

B. Key Elements for Successful Implementation of Digital Modernization Initiatives

Enabling framework: Digital initiatives must be anchored by a clear institutional mandate and
an agile legal and regulatory framework. These legal foundations must align with international
standards to legally validate electronic transactions, facilitate secure data-sharing, and recognize
digital documentation.

Governance: Strong governance structures are vital to sustain data-driven solutions. This
requires defining clear organizational ownership, establishing comprehensive data-sharing
arrangements, maintaining active stakeholder engagement, and embedding performance
management mechanisms to monitor progress and drive continuous improvement.
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Technology and Digital Infrastructure: Success depends on deploying reliable, scalable, and
secure technology. Seamless system integration and frictionless cross-platform data exchange
are critical. Furthermore, structured data migration and access to high-quality data streams are
fundamental prerequisites for predictive analytics and evidence-based decision-making.

Enabling capacities: Capacity-building must be treated as a continuous investment.
Developing, operating, and maintaining modern digital solutions over time requires
comprehensive training architectures, updated workforce profiles, modernized staffing
procedures, sustained political will, and dedicated multi-year budgetary support.

Processes: To ensure technology serves its intended purpose, initiatives must begin with an
accurate diagnostic of the operational bottleneck within a well-defined project scope.
Administrations must execute thorough business process re-engineering to simplify and
standardize workflows before applying technology, ensuring that existing inefficiencies are not
merely digitized.

C. Strategic elements supporting Digital Transformation

Dimension 1. Data Management

Challenges and risks: Ensuring the quality, accuracy, and consistency of data remains a critical
hurdle. Prevalent issues include incomplete or inaccurate declarations, non-standardized
requirements for advanced electronic information, weak validation protocols, and siloed data
repositories. In addition, many Customs administrations still face fragmented information
systems, lack of standardized data formats, and difficulties in data sharing with other cross
border regulatory agencies, which limit the interoperability, visibility and ability to conduct
comprehensive data analysis to support evidence-based decision-making processes.

Recommendations and practices: Administrations should establish or reinforce data
governance frameworks by strictly aligning with international standards, such as the WCO Data
Model. This harmonization drives interoperability at both national and international levels.
Additionally, Customs administrations should codify legal responsibilities for data submission
accuracy, embed automated validation checks, and invest heavily in staff data literacy.

Establishing a National Single Window environment, deploying Al-driven risk targeting, and
maintaining structured private-sector consultation channels significantly improve data accuracy.

Dimension 2. Data integrity and Cybersecurity

Challenges and risks: As the digital footprint of Customs expands, vulnerabilities related to
data breaches, confidentiality leaks, and malicious cyber activity grow exponentially. Key threats
include unauthorized system access, personal data exfiltration, ransomware, phishing, and the
manipulation of electronic manifests, all of which can severely disrupt international trade flows.
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Recommendations and practices: There is consensus on the need to implement
comprehensive cybersecurity frameworks backed by dedicated security governance, rapid
incident response protocols, routine external audits, and continuous vulnerability assessments.

Implement robust end-to-end encryption, multi-factor and biometric authentication, secure server
architectures, redundant backup systems, and resilient disaster recovery capabilities.
Continuous security awareness training and cross-border information sharing are vital to build
organizational resilience.

Dimension 3. Public-Private Partnerships

Challenges and risks: While Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) offer powerful avenues for
funding and technical innovation, they introduce specific risks. These include data privacy
exposure, vendor lock-in (over-reliance on single private providers), and underlying friction
between commercial trade facilitation goals and regulatory enforcement mandates.

Recommendations: Fruitful partnerships require clearly defined rules of engagement managed
through structured governance models that balance collaborative innovation with strict
accountability.

Structured dialogue should be maintained through institutional platforms like National Trade
Facilitation Committees, alongside deep cooperation with Authorized Economic Operators
(AEOs) and customs brokers. Crucially, regardless of the PPP model chosen, Customs
Administrations must retain exclusive ownership of core statutory regulatory functions and
sovereign decision-making rights.



