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Understanding 
the Single 
Window 
Environment 

The WTO Trade Facilitation 
Agreement commits countries 
to the development and 
implementation of Single 
Windows.  This Part contains 
an overview of the different 
approaches to building a 
cross-border regulatory Single 
Window environment, and the 
practical insights with which 
these approaches provide 
senior management.  
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1. Introduction 
In the last three decades, Customs administrations have been developing automated systems with a 
view to improving trade facilitation and to pursuing effectively their objectives of revenue 
collection, social protection, and the provision of data and intelligence to government in support of  
management and policy decisions.  These initiatives have gone hand in hand with programmes to 
modernize Customs and border management, leading to simplification of trade processes and more 
effective Customs administration overall. 
 
Developments in Information Technology (IT) have enabled governments to make dramatic 
improvements in delivering services.  Each new development in IT has brought with it a new set of 
possibilities to help bring transformational change to the regulatory environment of international 
trade.  These developments have not just been about technology, but about new business 
philosophies and architectures that have enhanced convenience and efficiency for the trading 
community.  The emergence of the ‘Single Window’ concept is one such development.   

1.1 A Paradigm for Governance 
A ‘Single Window’ is a paradigm of governance in which traditional structures of government are 
transformed into new arrangements that best serve the needs of citizens and businesses.  The Single 
Window is understood as a beau ideal, the highest standard of excellence in the area of delivery of 
public services.  As part of the ‘Single Window’ approach, citizens and businesses receive 
government services through a single interface.  The complex organizational arrangements that go 
into service delivery are made transparent to the consumers of those services, resulting in increased 
efficiencies and a reduction in transaction costs. 
 
Such transformation does not take place overnight.  It is an iterative process involving several 
initiatives.  The essential elements of such efforts include an examination of the costs and 
efficiencies of organizational arrangements currently used to offer services to citizens and 
businesses; how these services relate to different areas of government; and the extent of integration 
that would be required between government departments or agencies to deliver these services. 
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The concept of a Single Window has been around for 
some time in certain areas of government.  For instance, 
local governments in some parts of the world offer an 
array of public services under one roof through web 
portals, kiosks or citizen service centres.  As part of this 
approach, different government departments reorganize 
their back-office operations so that individual services 
(e.g. the issuing of driving licences, parking rights, or 
benefits administration) are provided via a ‘one-stop 
shop’ or ‘under one roof’.  This reorganization is aimed at 
causing the least possible inconvenience to citizens and at 
meeting all their needs at a single service delivery point.  
The electronic interface between such governments and 
citizens comes in the form of citizen portals or websites. 
 
The same principle can also be applied to the complex 
regulatory processes that govern the movement of goods, 
transport means and people across international borders.  
Experts acknowledge that these processes are suffused 
with costly inefficiencies, a lack of co-ordination among 
cross-border regulatory agencies (CBRAs), and 
burdensome procedures and documentation.  Therefore, 
the Single Window concept is appropriate for simplifying 
cross-border trade procedures and regulation. 
 
In recent times, the term ‘Single Window’ has especially 
gained currency in trade facilitation circles, as 
encapsulated in the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement 
(TFA).  The trade community strongly supports a Single 
Window approach because it offers a vision of a dramatically simplified interface with CBRAs, 
whereby the entire government apparatus that deals with the movement of goods across borders is 
re-engineered to meet the specific and exacting needs of business, while maintaining appropriate 
regulatory controls.  

 
The following Sections begin with an overview of the concept of a cross-border regulatory Single 
Window, and seek to provide clarity regarding the terms often used in this connection.  They explain 
why the WCO has chosen to focus on a Single Window environment as opposed to a system or 
facility.  Lastly, they explore these definitions in the context of a Single Window as presented in the 
WTO TFA.  
 

2. The WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement 
The World Trade Organization Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) was adopted in December 2013 
at the WTO’s Ninth Ministerial Conference, held in Bali, Indonesia, under the Doha Development 
Agenda, and entered into force on 22 February 2017 after a long period of gestation.  Trade 

Agencies involved in cross-border 
regulation 
 
Cross-border regulation of international 
trade involves many government agencies.  
Depending on the country, there could be 
anywhere between 20 and 50 agencies.  
These include agencies dealing with trade 
in goods that affect human health (e.g. food 
safety, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics and 
dangerous drugs, to name a few).  Other 
agencies might, for example, deal with 
public, environmental or biosafety.  The 
precise number of agencies depends on the 
compliance profile of the country.  
 
In a Customs environment, these agencies 
are often referred to as ‘other government 
agencies’ (OGAs), ‘other government 
departments’ (OGDs) or ‘partner 
government agencies’ (PGAs).  This 
Compendium uses the terms ‘cross-border 
regulatory agencies’ (CBRAs), 
‘participating government agencies’ 
(PGAs), or simply ‘border agencies’.    
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facilitation under the WTO Agreement has a broad scope.  The following table provides a summary 
of its objectives: 

Table 1: General aims of the WTO TFA and some essential characteristics. 
Objectives  Characteristics 
Speedy release and clearance of goods   Transparency in regulations 

 Predictability in decision-making 
 Rational, transparent fees and charges 
 Customs co-operation 
 Border agency co-operation 
 Simplifying documentation 
 Freedom of transit 
 Advance rulings 
 Appeal procedures 
 Transparent penalties 

Expedited movement of export, import, and transit 
cargo 
Lower costs of international trade by reducing 
procedural barriers 
Co-operation and co-ordination among border 
agencies within the government and between 
governments 
Provision of technical assistance in building 
capabilities  
 
When analysing the TFA Articles separately, it is possible to lose sight of the opportunities it affords 
each country to give strategic direction to information and communication technology, human 
resources, and capacity building.  However, when the different Articles are taken together, this 
Agreement provides Members with the possibility of reaching new levels of trade facilitation in 
terms of transparency, efficiency and predictability.  An overall strategy would typically include a 
programme to introduce a Single Window, as the figure below illustrates. 
 

 

Figure 1: Measures under the WTO TFA can be divided into three different categories of actions, 
which can be implemented through effective programme management.  The Single Window is one 
of these programmes. 
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The WTO Agreement explicitly mentions the Single Window in paragraph 4 of Article 10                                
( “Formalities connected with Importation, Exportation and Transit”).  Paragraph 4 reads: 

 
Whilst paragraph 4 of Article 10 contains what is apparently a ‘best endeavours’ measure, when read 
alongside other Articles, it becomes amply clear that Members must pursue a path towards 
implementation of a Single Window environment.  There are several significant aspects to the WTO 
definition of Single Window.  Specifically, paragraph 4.1 is framed in terms of enabling traders to: 
 
(i) “submit documentation and/or data requirements for importation, exportation and 

transit of goods ….”.  All subprocedures related to import, export and transit are also 
covered.  Thus, the entire set of Customs procedures is intended to be brought under the 
Single Window. 
 

(ii) “…through a single entry point to the participating authorities or agencies1.”  This is 
defined in neutral terms, and does not state whether the entry is manual or electronic.  If 
there has to be single “single entry point” for the entire country, “documentation and/or 
data requirements” cannot be handled very well in hard copy.  Therefore, one must assume 
that the TFA is speaking about an electronic Single Window.  The WTO Agreement refers 
to “participating authorities or agencies”.  The word “participating” does not imply that 
those agencies or authorities choose to take part in the Single Window.  Rather, it refers to 
those agencies/authorities that participate in importation, exportation and transit procedures.  
 

(iii)  
 

                                                 
1“Assessment of Single Window(s)”, a report by Hueng Huen Ha of KT Net compares UN/CEFACT Recommendation 
No. 33 with the WTO TFA.  The report can be found at 
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Session%201_Hungheun%20Ha.pdf. 

4.1  Members shall endeavour to establish or maintain a single window, enabling traders to submit 
documentation and/or data requirements for importation, exportation, or transit of goods through a single 
entry point to the participating authorities or agencies.  After the examination by the participating 
authorities or agencies of the documentation and/or data, the results shall be notified to the applicants 
through the single window in a timely manner.  
 
4.2  In cases where documentation and/or data requirements have already been received through the single 
window, the same documentation and/or data requirements shall not be requested by participating 
authorities or agencies except in urgent circumstances and other limited exceptions which are made public.  
 
4.3 Members shall notify the Committee of the details of operation of the single window.  
 
4.4 Members shall, to the extent possible and practicable, use information technology to support the single 
window. 
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“After the examination by the participating authorities or agencies of the 
documentation and/or data…”.  This implies that the participating authorities and agencies 
will examine documentation and data received at the single entry point.  If data and 
documentation must reach the interested organizations or officials, the Single Window 
will perhaps be electronic.  Such an arrangement is possible only if the participating 
authorities/agencies are connected through electronic means. 

 
(iv) “…the results shall be notified to the applicants through the single window in a timely 

manner.”  It is not enough for the administration to provide a single entry point.  It must 
also arrange for results to be provided through a Single Window.  The results need to be 
construed as broadly as possible to cover the widest range of decisions taken by all 
participating agencies/authorities: the decision to release, hold, test and/or examine goods, 
the computation of duties, taxes and fees, and any condition the participating 
agencies/authorities may impose on the applicant.  Thus, apart from mandating a single entry 
point, the TFA also speaks implicitly about a single response point.   

 
Moving on to paragraphs 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4, the text of the Agreement imposes further requirements:  
 
(v) Paragraph 4.2 underscores the principle of single submission (to complement the single 

entry point and the single response point), by placing restrictions on the freedom to require 
the applicant to again submit “documentation and/or data requirements [that] have 
already been received through the single window”. 
 

(vi) Paragraph 4.3 calls for formal notification by the Member to the WTO “of the details of 
operation of the single window.”  Thus, once a Member makes a Single Window 
operational, the relevant WTO Committee must be made aware of its existence.  
 

(vii) Paragraph 4.4 suggests that Members should, to the extent practicable, “use information 
technology to support the single window.”  This provision is somewhat superfluous since 
Members could scarcely implement the other provisions of Article 10.4 without the use of 
information technology. 

 
While Article 10.4 refers explicitly to the Single Window, there are several other Articles that would 
require a Single Window-type approach to achieve compliance.  For example, Article 1 requires 
Members to publish information on government regulations and procedures affecting international 
trade, and applies not just to Customs, but to all other government agencies.  As part of this, 
governments must notify traders and other interested parties of the public channels through which 
such information is accessible, and establish enquiry points.  Whether such an arrangement would be 
of benefit without the extensive use of information and communications technologies is a moot 
point – in order to manage publications and enquiry points efficiently, it is prudent to make 
extensive use of information and communications technologies.  One way to provide businesses with 
comprehensive information about trade compliance is a trade information portal.  Several countries 
have developed such portals.  Documenting the requirements of compliance in terms of commodities 
is perhaps the first step in the development of a Single Window. 
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It is essential to have an arrangement in place to identify the agencies responsible for the publication 
of trade information, to define the scope of their responsibilities, and the mechanism for co-
ordinating publication activities, so that traders and other interested parties can obtain coherent and 
contextualized information2. 
 
WTO Members are governments, and this Article does not limit the requirements regarding 
publications and enquiry points to Customs alone.  It might therefore be useful to consider a ‘whole 
of government’ approach when complying with its requirements.  That way, traders and other 
interested parties would not have to visit multiple locations or navigate through different websites to 
find information about the steps for release and clearance of goods.  Part III of Volume 2 of this 
Compendium contains an approach to ‘functional assessment’, whereby information about different 
government agencies dealing with the cross-border regulation of trade can be collected 
systematically.  
 
As regards co-operation between border agencies, the WTO Agreement is categorical.  Article 8.1 
establishes the requirement that “Each Member shall ensure that its authorities and agencies 
responsible for border controls and procedures dealing with the importation, exportation, and 
transit of goods co-operate with one another and co-ordinate their activities to facilitate trade.”  
Such co-operation is useful for implementing the Single Window concept.  It is also argued3 that 
several other Articles, though not explicitly mentioning the Single Window, reflect the spirit behind 
its development.  Some of the Articles are as follows: 
 
Article 7.1.2 Each Member shall, as appropriate, provide for advance lodging of documents in 
electronic format for pre-arrival processing of such documents.   
Article 10.3.1 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.  
 
Article 23.2  Each Member shall establish and/or maintain a national committee on trade 
facilitation or designate an existing mechanism to facilitate both domestic co-ordination and 
implementation of the provisions of this Agreement. 
 

3. The Cross-Border Regulatory Single Window 
It is useful to bear in mind that the focus of this Compendium is the ‘cross-border regulatory 
Single Window’.  The latter is a facility dealing with the regulatory aspects of cross-border flows of 
traded goods, cargo, transport equipment, means of transport and crew.  

                                                 
2The WCO carried out an analysis of the Trade Facilitation Agreement in this regard, providing detailed comments. 
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The term ‘Single Window’ is widely used in international trade, and many efforts have been made to 
describe what it is.  The idea of a ‘Single Window’ for international trade challenges the 
conventional models of regulatory control of 
the movement of goods and means of transport 
because clearance of goods across borders 
involves several regulatory agencies. 
 
Traditionally, in cross-border trade, the various 
areas of regulation have been managed by 
different government departments and agencies, 
referred to collectively as cross-border 
regulatory agencies (CBRAs).  Customs, plant 
and animal quarantine agencies, sanitary and 
phytosanitary inspection agencies, food safety 
agencies, border police and transport 
departments, etc. have maintained a presence at 
the border and managed services in their 
respective areas of competence.  Over the years, 
executive and administrative competencies have 
been developed by all these agencies to manage 
their individual government programmes.  Each 
programme has had its own financing – 
sustained over extended periods of time – 
resulting in the creation of programme-specific 
human and technical resources, and enduring 
organizational structures and service delivery 
mechanisms, that have supported trader and transport activities. 
 
The Single Window concept, however, examines regulatory controls through the eyes of the trader 
and views all interactions between trade and CBRAs without regard to internal separations within 
government.  This approach brings out all the procedural redundancies, any duplication in the filing 
of information, and the wastefulness involved in the overall effort to move goods across borders.  
This analytical approach gives rise to a set of solutions that significantly simplify the government-
trade interface by reorienting procedures and reorganizing regulatory data requirements. 
 
This simple concept has been embraced enthusiastically by the leadership both in trade and in 
government organizations.  Several terms have been coined in different languages around the world 
to describe it.  In French, it is referred to as Guichet Unique, where ‘guichet’ is understood 
traditionally as the service window or service counter of a government office.  The Single Window 
approach does what the term in French denotes – it unifies the interface between government and 
trade.  Therefore, in this respect, the French term most suitably reflects the concept that this 
Compendium tries to expound.  In Latin America, the Single Window is widely known as VUCE or 
Ventanilla Unica de Comercio Exterior – or a ‘Single Window for External Trade’.  This is not very 
different from the international trade Single Window (ITSW) popularized by SITPRO (Davis, et al. 
2009), which carried out some important analytical work in this area. 

Guichet Unique National 
 
The National Single Window of Customs Clearance, the 
Guichet Unique National (GUN), ensures a large degree 
of simplification for economic operators and is one of 
the priorities of French Customs.  Under GUN, 
companies will carry out all formalities related to import 
or export via a single administration (Customs) which, in 
turn, will be responsible for co-ordination with the other 
regulatory authorities concerned. 
 
Through GUN, French Customs achieves a breakthrough 
in simplifying clearance, to the benefit of economic 
operators.  Significant progress has been made in its 
implementation.  The objective is to cover the whole 
range of documentation required to support Customs 
clearance. 
 
Source: French Customs - 
http://www.douane.gouv.fr/articles/a12557-la-douane-
sort-son-gun- 
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The use of different terms for the Single Window concept is necessary because they suggest 
differences in scope.  For example, ‘international trade Single Window’ conveys the sense of an 
omnibus facility for trade.  Exchanges between participants in an international trade transaction start 
with the identification of products and trade partners, then go on to shipment and dispatch, 
regulatory clearance at the border, and payment for the traded goods.  The Single Window concept 
discussed in this Compendium does not cover all the processes that are purely for trade but, rather, 
only those processes that involve cross-border regulation.  Of course, the context in which trade 
transactions occur must be kept in mind but, primarily, what is discussed is only the cross-border 
regulatory Single Window, where regulatory formalities are the focus.  The distinction between a 
portal for trade or transport transactions and the cross-border regulatory Single Window is clear: the 
former falls in the category of a business-to-business (B2B) facility, and the latter is a business-to-

government (B2G) facility.  Clearly, there is a relationship between B2B services and B2G facilities.  
For instance, a cargo community system, which is largely a B2B service, would for some processes 
act as the intermediary between business and government.  
The WCO sees the ‘Single Window’ principally as the outcome of collaboration between Customs 
and its partner government agencies – and in no small measure, of co-operation between government 
and business. 

4. Many Single Windows? 
As explained in the preceding paragraphs, as well as Customs, other government agencies (e.g. those 
dealing with agricultural and veterinary inspection, the control of drugs and pharmaceuticals)  are 
entitled to interdict and examine goods crossing the border.  The lack of information sharing among 
these agencies has led to an undesirable situation for the trader, who has to provide the same 
information to different government agencies.  Consequently, multiple inspections are carried out by 
these organizations at various points in time.  The assessment of regulatory risk is made in 
accordance with agency-specific data, and not based on the complete set of data that government 
receives from traders. 
 

Business- to-Business Interactions in a ‘Single Window’ Environment 
 
The entire international trade supply chain exists to fulfil the needs of the buyer, who is interested in the value 
represented by goods supplied by the seller.  Developments in electronic business have enabled buyers to use 
facilities that help navigate the supply chain processes of finding ordering, shipping and paying processes online.  
Just as the buyer seeks to receive goods, the seller is interested in securing payment for goods.  Several online 
facilities have emerged which perform complex business transactions in an online platform to fulfil the business 
needs of buyers and sellers, giving them a ‘Single Window’ experience. 
 
Trade hubs, trade portals and port community systems are examples of facilities that allow business-to-business 
interaction as part of the Single Window concept.  Some of these systems are sometimes available to a closed 
group of users, while others are accessible on open platforms.  Developments in cloud computing and e-commerce 
technologies have resulted in the concept of “data pipelines” which help transport supply chain data of the right 
quality to the right party at the right time, and include regulatory agencies like Customs.  CASSANDRA, a 
research project funded by the European Union, involves a consortium of 26 innovative industry leaders in the 
fields of supply chain management, logistics, IT and Customs, and is attempting to do just that.  The project aims 
to make container security more efficient and effective by addressing the visibility needs of both business and 
government in the international flow of containerized cargo by developing a data sharing concept that allows an 
extended assessment of risks by both business and government. 
Source: http://www.cassandra-project.eu/  
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Any one of the government agencies concerned could propose a project to establish a cross-border 
regulatory Single Window.  For example, the maritime agency may moot the idea of a maritime 
Single Window to provide all the services associated with electronic reporting by ocean-going 
vessels.  Such a Single Window can cover the entire ship-port interface.  In fact, since June 2015, all 
European Union Member States have been required to accept electronic reports from ships or their 
agents electronically via a Single Window.  Such facilities have been described as “maritime Single 
Windows” (EU DG MOVE, 2010).  It is envisaged that the maritime Single Window will operate 
alongside other Single Window facilities provided by Customs and trade licensing authorities. 
 
Likewise, cargo community systems or port community systems have been implemented in several 
countries and provide a single interface between logistics operators at the port/airport and the trade 
and transport community.  These systems have in some cases also acted as the single interface 
between Customs and the trade and transport community, and provide the means for Customs to 
exercise controls over the flow of cargo.  
 
Government agencies and cargo communities have evolved stand-alone systems over the years by 
developing extensive interlinkages to share information and to facilitate trade.  Some of these 
systems have also positioned themselves as ‘Single Window’ solutions.  Questions may arise about 
the oxymoron ‘multiple Single Windows’:  Should not there be just a ‘single’ Single Window?  If 
multiple Single Window solutions were to emerge for any reason for different sectors (maritime, 
agriculture, trade, transport, Customs) in support of international trade, how would these Single 
Windows interact with each other?  Can the responsibility to deliver the ‘Single Window’ concept be 
split up into different parts and discharged by various organizations through a single point?  Is the 
Single Window a single automated system, or a collection of interconnected systems operated by the 
different agencies?  Should there be a single orchestrator to manage the development of these 
multiple facilities calling themselves ‘Single Windows’?  Would purpose-built stand-alone systems 
that have been running for years –for example, for import licensing and verification – survive the 
development of a Single Window, or should all such systems be retired when a Single Window 
emerges?  How does one draw the boundaries of coverage between ‘Single Window’ systems and 
the existing ‘stand-alone’ systems?   
 
These questions can best be addressed by using appropriate analytical frameworks.  As mentioned 
before, there are different approaches to understanding the Single Window concept.  This Part 
considers four approaches, which are discussed in detail in the following Sections. 

4.1 The National Versus International Single Window 
The focus of the national Single Window (‘NSW’) in this Compendium is the collaboration between 
Customs and other partner CBRAs.  Such collaboration can also occur between national 
governments to further simplify trade procedures and international data flows.  Data regarding a 
cross-border trade transaction originates in the country of export; as goods move through countries 
of transit to arrive at the country of destination, they are subject to the controls applied by different 
national governments.  When national governments collaborate at land borders, they can create a 
‘one-stop border post’, whereby countries sharing a land border enter into international agreements.  
Such agreements enable close co-operation between agencies on both sides of the border so that 
regulatory formalities associated with import, export or transit are not duplicated. 
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Customs administrations already collaborate with each other to share sensitive information about 
enforcement through Customs Mutual Assistance Agreements (CMAAs) (World Customs 
Organization 2004).  CMAAs deal largely with the fight against transnational crime, including 
smuggling.  There are, however, other areas of collaboration, especially in terms of the exchange of 
information on the international transit of goods: the Customs office of departure receives 
confirmation from the Customs office of destination about the successful transit of goods, and this 
helps in the updating of their respective records.  There are other areas requiring co-operation 
between governments.  For example, licences, certificates and permits that are issued in one country 
may have to be used in another country.  These possibilities are sometimes referred to as the 
international or regional dimension of the Single Window.  
 
There are possible areas of co-operation between countries regarding the supply of advance (pre-
departure and pre-arrival) information in respect of import and export cargo.  Such information 
sharing is vital for securing national borders, as well as for speeding up the flow of freight.  All these 
possibilities are the subject of discussion in the WCO publication related to Globally Networked 
Customs (GNC) (Noël Colpin 2010).  GNC is a building block of the WCO strategy document 
“Customs in the 21st Century” and has the potential to change the trade landscape.     
 

4.2 A Controlled Vocabulary of Single Window Terms 
 
The United Nations Centre for Trade Facilitation and Electronic Business (UN/CEFACT) has noted 
the emergence in certain countries of multiple systems claiming to be Single Windows.  To the 
economic operators, the specific role of these Single Window systems is clear.  If multiple official 
Single Window systems coexist in the same economy, there must be a proper way to refer to these 
systems.  To clarify doubts, and to streamline the use of vocabulary in technical literature concerning 
the Single Window, UN/CEFACT launched a project to produce a "Technical Note on 
Terminology for Single Window and Other Electronic Platforms".  This Note lists the various 
terms used in this area, and points out that UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33 relates to the 
national Single Window.  There could, however, be regional Single Window solutions, and sector-
specific Single Windows, such as maritime Single Windows.  Technical facilities, such as the ‘single 
submission portal’ and ‘single environment’, which are available solutions within the Single 
Window space, are conflated with the specific characteristics of the official Single Window 
definition under Recommendation No. 33.  Thus, the features arising out of systems and 
programmes under the overall umbrella of a Single Window are defined in terms of their actual 
contribution to clearance.  The terms covered in the document include ‘information hub’, ‘one-stop-
shop’, ‘one stop border post’, ‘joint border control’, ‘coordinated border management’, ‘port 
community systems’ and ‘cargo community systems’. 
 
The controlled vocabulary helps unravel the mystery of having many Single Windows, by bringing 
together the five basic features outlined in Recommendation No. 33.  The following figure 
illustrates the different types of Single Window in terms of the five basic features. 
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Figure 2: The five basic features of Recommendation No. 33 to describe a Single Window, a single 
submission portal and a single environment.  (Source UN/CEFACT) 
 
 

Exclusive on the 
market for this 

type of operator
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information and 

documents
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mandate for 
Single Entry 

Point

Regulatory 
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Single 
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Single Window Must be Must use Must have Must include Must be

Single Submission 
Portal

Can be Must use Can have Can include Should be

Single Environment Can be Must use Can have Must include May have
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Typologies & their distinguising features

Port Community System (PCS) √ Usually defines itself as a neutral and open electronic platform; 
√ Enables intelligent and secure exchange of information between public and private stakeholders;
√  Helps improve the efficiency of data sharing the sea and air ports’ communities (sometimes 
referred to as Port User Groups); 
√ Can be linked to a single port (whether sea, air, inland, or rail) or a multiple port environment 
within an economy; 
√ Can be a public, a private, or a public/ private model; 
√ Can be considered a Single Window system if they satisfy the five key elements of the definition 
of Recommendation 33. 

Cargo Community System (CCS)  √ An information technology platform;
√ Helps to link-up information on freight flows (import/ export / transit); 
√ Passing through an identified port, airport, or multimodal site(s) at a local or national level; 
√ Involves all parties in cargo freight and logistics including customs administrations; 
√ Handles a database in which information is collected, processed, stored and exchanged;
√ Aims to enhance freight optimization, trade safety and security, cargo tracking and tracing;
√ Facilitates customs and administrative procedures; 
√ Systems might be considered a Single Submission Portals;
√  Could contribute to a Single Environment.

Trade Information Hub √ Fulfils governments obligations to provide information to the international trading community for 
all cross-border regulatory procedures; 
√  Cannot by itself be considered as a Single Window as they do not allow for the fulfillment of 
regulatory procedures; 

One-Stop-Shop √ A physical location where multiple agencies have representative offices; 
√ Enables economic operator can perform all of their procedures (paper or electronic) within the 
same physical location;
√ Does not represent or refer to the technical solution which allows one to process all information 
concerning a transaction; 
√ Represents and refers to the physical location where multiple procedures can be fulfilled;
√ Allows traders to avoid time-consuming travels from one office to another.

Coordinated Border Management √ A cooperative approach by border control agencies (both at the national and international level);
√ Seeks greater efficiencies over managing trade flows, while maintaining a balance with 
compliance requirements;
√ Highlights the general principle of coordination of policies, programs and delivery among cross-
border regulatory agencies; 
√ Does not refer to, represetn or favour any one solution. 
√ Considered as the underpinning of any Single Window solution; 
√ Essential part of dialogue between customs and other agencies within and across borders;
√ Promotes partnership between Customs and the business community. 

One Stop Border Post (OSBP) √ A concept where the traffic crossing the border need only to stop at one border post.  
√ Involves officials of neighboring countries work together in the same premises at the Border. 
√ Handles incoming traffic for the regulatory exit and entry procedures. 
√ Can include - consolidated border procedures in neighboring countries;
√ Must invovle simplification of documents and border procedures;
√ Joint inspections (when needed);;
√ Results in less time needed for border crossing. 

Joint Border Crossing √ Concept involves two neighboring customs administrations entering into an agreement to 
operate customs control jointly;
√ Coordinate export and import controls, opening hours and competencies
√ Ideally, joint controls are conducted in a single customs office where physical and technical 
infrastructures are shared. 
√ Taken further the concept may involve officers from each country are authorized to exercise law 
enforcement measures (e.g. penalties, seizures, arrests) in the other country's territory, within the 
limits of the joint customs office.  

Figure 3: Typologies and their features.  (Source: UN/CEFACT Technical Note on Terminology for 
Single Window and Other Electronic Platforms) 
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4.3 Developing a Single Window: Concept, Initiative and 
Environment 
 
The diagram below describes the three phases in the development of a Single Window environment. 

 

 

Figure 4: Phases in the development of a Single Window environment.  

The development of a Single Window typically involves multiple stages – it begins as a Single 
Window concept, it matures as a formal initiative and, through project formulation and 
implementation, a Single Window environment emerges. 

 
In discussing the Single Window, a careful distinction must be made between the different terms 
used.  During the exploration phase, the term ‘Single Window concept’ or ‘Single Window 
approach’ is preferred.  When the idea is formally accepted, this leads to a ‘Single Window 
initiative’.  Efforts find expression in a political mandate, governance structures are established, and 
one or more Single Window projects come into being.  The execution of these projects gradually 
builds the ‘Single Window environment’, serving the purpose of trade and regulatory agencies.  

4.4 Why Single Window ‘Environment’? 
The reference to a Single Window ‘environment’ reflects the wide observation that Single Window 
implementation usually involves a union or federation of interdependent facilities, joined by 
mutually defined interfaces and collectively adopted business processes.  The environment 
comprises the shared space between individual cross-border regulatory agencies, and their 
respective regulatory roles, legal requirements, business processes and automated systems.  At any 
given time, the above elements of border processing represent the ‘current state’ of the environment 
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and could potentially move to another state that is closer to the Single Window concept.  The 
numerous changes required in this undertaking make the exercise highly complicated.  The WCO 
Survey (WCO, 2011 and 2016) has revealed that Single Window projects are being implemented in 
phases that sometimes extend beyond five years.  Each phase and subphase builds upon the previous 
one, leading to progressive simplification for trade, and more processing elements within the 
environment.  It should also be kept in mind that the targeted environment may not be the result of a 
single project, but could be the outcome of a series of projects. 

4.5 Building a Single Window Environment 
The word ‘building’ has been chosen over ‘development’ because, as in the case of a bricks-and-
mortar edifice, the Single Window is architected to reflect actual business needs.  It is constructed 
using the relevant engineering capabilities.  It is then tested and certified as a facility that is fit for 
use.  In other words, it is commissioned.  Like a building that hosts a lifestyle, the Single Window 
environment hosts business processes and provides a collection of inter-related services.  The 
regulatory framework represents the bylaws of the building that must be observed and respected. 
 
Several national proposals on the Single Window claim that they are not starting from scratch but 
that they involve the refashioning or overhauling of existing IT systems (Davis, et al. 2009).  Taking 
the ‘building’ analogy further, Single Window projects may sometimes require the dismantling of 
existing edifices at the site, and the renewing or rebuilding of some existing structures.  The 
reference to building is also about repairing existing structures.  
 
This Compendium deals holistically with the subject, as reflected in its title ‘How to Build a Single 
Window environment’.  It is widely recognized that a one-size-fits-all understanding of the Single 
Window will not work.  Using the information provided in this Compendium, a Customs 
administration should be able to paint its ‘as-is’ picture that reflects its unique ‘current state of the 
environment’, and its preparedness across the various policy, technical, infrastructural and practical 
areas concerned, with a view to charting the path towards the ideal end-state of the Single Window 
environment. 
 
 
The rest of this Part examines different approaches to the Single Window environment, with 
actionable insights for executive management.  It starts with the most widely acknowledged 
definition of a Single Window, as set out in UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33 (UN/ECE 
2005).  It then describes the WCO view of the Single Window as a part of the quest for ‘co-ordinated 
border management’.  Next, it looks at the techno-legal view of the Single Window environment and 
its similarity to a ‘virtual enterprise’ that is visible through web portals and interfaces connecting a 
group of co-operating facilities.  Lastly, this Part looks at the Single Window as a collection of inter-
related services in support of international trade and cross-border regulatory controls.  The 
‘collection of services’ paradigm helps (i) document the variety of regulatory services in 
international trade; (ii) define the scope and coverage of different facilities under the Single 
Window; and (iii) point out the pathways for collaboration.  This Part concludes by highlighting the 
practical and actionable insights arising from each of these approaches. 
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5. UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33 
The cross-border regulatory Single Window is a complex undertaking.  It is therefore useful to 
provide a simple description in terms of its essential characteristics.  One of the main features of a 
Single Window is that it helps avoid the repeated submission of data.  UN/CEFACT 
Recommendation No. 33 (Economic and Social Council, 2005) considers this feature and connects it 
to the question of submission of information by trade to cross-border regulatory agencies.  The 
Recommendation helps link the concept of a Single Window with UN/CEFACT's broader area of 
expertise – data standards and electronic messaging. 
 
UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33 draws on the Buy-Ship-Pay model4 to explain the 
collaboration between Customs and other government agencies in terms of information flows 
between parties involved in trade and transport on the one hand, and regulatory agencies on the 
other.  It is the first rigorous attempt to collect data and documentation on the design and 
implementation of a Single Window for international trade.  This Recommendation is the basis for 
the current understanding on the subject.  Globally, applications of the Single Window concept are 
judged on whether they meet the standards required by the definition of a Single Window and the 
typologies described in the Annex to the Recommendation.  The definition of a Single Window, as 
provided in UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33, is as follows: 
“Within the context of this Recommendation, a Single Window is defined as a facility that 
allows parties involved in trade and transport to lodge standardized information and 
documents with a single entry point to fulfil all import, export, and transit-related regulatory 
requirements.  If information is electronic, then individual data elements should only be 
submitted once.” 
 
 

 

                                                 
4 The Buy-Ship-Pay model developed by UN/CEFACT describes the main processes and parties in the international 
supply chain. 
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Figure 5: The five essential features in UN Recommendation No. 33.  (Source: UN/CEFACT: 
Technical Note on Terminology for Single Window and Other Electronic Platforms) (Armen,/Tejo, 
if possible please introduce suitable clipart/ vector images in the empty boxes) 
 
The accompanying Guidelines to this Recommendation describe the most common models for a 
Single Window: (i) The ‘single authority’ model, whereby an entity co-ordinates between all the 
relevant agencies to ensure that the logistics chain remains unhindered; (ii) the ‘single automated 
system’ model, whereby an automated information system processes information or co-ordinates 
with a group of systems that process the data to be received or sent.  Such systems could be further 
categorized as integrated systems, in which the single automated system serves as a processing hub 
for individual users from all the agencies concerned, or as interfaced systems, where the single 
automated system develops and utilizes interfaces with systems belonging to other agencies to 
complete a transaction.  There could also be a hybrid of integrated and interfaced approaches to the 
single automated system; and (iii) the automated information transaction system, that serves as a 
transaction hub and is integrated with all the authorities.  Declarations and permits are received 
electronically in a single application, and it is processed seamlessly by the individual authorities 
concerned.  The response is returned electronically to the declarant. 
 
The Guidelines to the Recommendation suggest the need for a lead agency to co-ordinate between 
the stakeholders and describe the standards and tools that could be deployed.  They provide 
preliminary guidance on the practical steps to take when planning and implementing a Single 
Window, listing the key factors to making it a success.  The Guidelines provide an overview of 
services provided by leading Single Windows around the world.  
 
This Recommendation has served as the anchor for all further discussions on the subject.  Numerous 
workshops, seminars, research papers and conference papers have referred to it in highlighting 
possibilities and benefits.  UN/CEFACT has developed further recommendations to describe 
practical tools and methodologies that support the development of a Single Window. 
 
It should be noted that the focus of the UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33 and its accompanying 
Guidelines is on ICT-enabled solutions for one-time electronic submission of regulatory data.  There 
are equally important organizational consequences when we consider a Single Window as a socio-
technical system with important policy, legal, human resource and business implications.  These are 
reflected to a certain extent in successive related UN/CEFACT recommendations, including: 
Recommendation No. 34 on Data Simplification and Standardization for Single Windows, 
Recommendation No. 35 on Establishing a Legal Framework for International Trade Single 
Windows, and Recommendation No. 36 on Cross-Border Interoperability of Single Windows. 
 
UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33 remains the internationally accepted definition of a Single 
Window, but its emphasis on the Single Window as a facility for submitting standardized 
information with a single entry point has led to the perception in some quarters that Single Window 
implementation is only a government-managed, large-scale IT application capable of receiving large, 
single, highly complex declarations and distributing their components to the government agencies 
concerned. 
 
In developed countries with a highly developed trade infrastructure, such an approach would be 
disruptive and massively expensive as there are already facilities that support supply chain 
processes.  That landscape often consists of sophisticated IT systems, such as Customs declaration 
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processing hubs, port and logistics community systems, licence issuing and verification systems, 
inspection and certification systems, and e-business service provider systems.  Therefore, it becomes 
necessary to have a broader view of the Single Window concept, rather than create an added layer 
involving yet another large system which merely links up and orchestrates these existing, well 
established and mature systems.  The Single Window can also be viewed as a network of co-
operating facilities that are bound by trust and a set of agreed interface specifications, in which trade 
has seamless access to regulatory services delivered through electronic means.  The arrangements 
that exist between cross-border regulatory agencies are hidden from the trader’s view, but these 
arrangements are also able to drive simplification by streamlining regulatory authorizations for the 
movement of goods and means of transport along the supply chain.  As a consequence, the trader is 
mostly spared the task of filing the same information multiple times.   
 
Several Western European nations do not yet have a Single Window in place, but their existing 
systems are already products of years of collaboration between government agencies and trade.  In 
combination with modern risk management practices, the principle of minimizing the data required 
for release, trusted trader programmes, post-clearance audit and co-operative arrangements for 
compliance management, these countries have built modern and efficient Customs systems.  The fact 
that the countries can boast some of the world’s best logistics facilities but do not yet have a Single 
Window in the sense of Recommendation No. 33 suggests that, besides the principle of one-time 
submission of electronic data, there must be other factors that promote high levels of facilitated 
trade.  Part III of Volume 1 examines the strategic components of a Customs modernization 
programme and attempts to position the Single Window environment within those components.  
 
Information available from the UK, France, Canada, Korea and Japan suggests that the approach to 
be followed in most developed countries would be very different from that for emerging economies, 
LDCs or transitional economies. 
 
What makes the Single Window a bigger challenge for developed countries is that there are 
traditionally established ways of doing business, entrenched interests within the various regulatory 
services, inertia from legacy IT solutions, fatigue when it comes to new and large IT projects, and 
burdensome legal issues.  It is helpful to examine the issues in a wider context, and not just in terms 
of submission of regulatory data.  
 
Advances in IT interoperability and architecture have introduced new paradigms in understanding 
how organizations can collaborate and bring transformative changes.  This progress clearly has a 
bearing on the way government agencies can collaborate with each other and with the private sector.  
New engines of collaboration have been invented, and new architectural paradigms have emerged 
since Recommendation No. 33 was first published. 
 
It is well known that there is no single way to build a Single Window environment.  The WCO 
Survey reveals that different solutions exist around the world, and it is important to understand the 
similarities and differences between them, as well as what does and does not work, and why.  It is 
necessary to know the different views in relation to the Single Window. 
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5.1 The WCO Adapted Definition 
 
As mentioned above, the WCO prefers the term ‘Single Window environment’ (which was also the 
term used in the concept brochure produced as a prelude to UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 33).  
The WCO’s website currently gives an unofficial definition of the Single Window environment as a 
“cross border, ‘intelligent’, facility that allows parties involved in trade and transport to lodge 
standardized information, mainly electronic, with a single entry point to fulfill all import, export and 
transit related regulatory requirements” (WCO 2008).  This is largely in line with UN/CEFACT 
Recommendation No. 33.  

5.2 Why is it an ‘Intelligent’ Facility? 
The term ‘intelligent’ is significant because the Single Window is not merely a data switch or a 
gateway to facilities belonging to cross-border regulatory agencies, nor simply a centralized access 
point to information through a web portal.  Rather, it is also a vehicle for providing shared services 
to users. 
 
Shared services include the computation of duties/taxes, fees and charges administered by agencies 
at the border, co-ordinated risk management, shared operational controls and orchestration of inter-
agency business processes and workflows.  The ‘intelligence’ embedded in a Single Window makes 
it possible to provide the trader with an integrated overview of his transaction.  Without intelligence, 
the Single Window is just a ‘single portal’ or a value-added network (VAN) service that connects the 
trader with various government agencies. 
 
Intelligence notwithstanding, the defining feature of a Single Window remains ‘one-time 
submission’ to government agencies seeking information from trader and transport actors so that 
regulatory measures can be applied to the cross-border movement of goods, people and all means of 
transport.  Cross-border movements include import, export and transit. 
 
One-time submission implies the avoidance of the repeated presentation of the same piece of 
information to government agencies.  Such submission need not involve the delivery of the bulk of 
information required for the release of cargo in a single transmission of data.  Information may be 
submitted in multiple transmissions, allowing traders to provide data incrementally, according to the 
logic of business processes covering cross-border regulatory clearance in its entirety. 
 
One-time submission cannot be achieved without standardizing information and documentation.  
The word ‘submission’ in ‘one-time submission’ means providing information to a cross-border 
regulatory agency (CBRA) in a manner prescribed by law, with a view to receiving a decision or a 
determination from the CBRA.  The movement of information between trade and government 
agencies, and between government agencies themselves, is not merely a question of issuing of 
information, but also a significant action prescribed in the relevant legislation.  The submitted 
information is generally termed a ‘declaration’ or ‘report’.  The submitter of the information to the 
CBRA is held legally accountable for his ‘submission’. 
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Single Window business processes are a collection of related and structured activities designed to 
achieve the one-time presentation of information by trade and transport actors.  These processes also 
include reverse flows of information, from government agencies to businesses.  However, in the 
latter case, the concept implies the issuing of a harmonized and co-ordinated response by the CBRA 
back to the submitter of the regulatory declaration.  Avoiding redundant flows of information from 
CBRAs to businesses and vice-versa would help realize the true potential of a Single Window 
environment.  
 
One-time submission to a Single Window is based on the following principles, all of which point to 
the ‘intelligence’ aspect of a Single Window environment. 
 
Incremental presentation of data: Trade and transport actors submit data to CBRAs at different 
points in time in the course of an international trade transaction.  A Single Window may require 
submission of only the incremental data to reflect a change or progression in the transaction.  The 
Single Window should avoid re-submission of data that was part of an earlier submission.  The 
ability to link up the different individual submissions of evidence by a trader is part of the 
‘intelligence’ of a Single Window environment. 
 
Harmonized regulatory declarations: Different CBRAs have data requirements which often 
overlap.  It is possible under a Single Window to specify a harmonized set of data requirements so 
that the actors concerned are not obliged to repeatedly submit to different agencies the same data for 
a trade transaction or a transport movement. 
 
Sharing of information amongst CBRAs: This is a logical consequence of harmonized regulatory 
declarations and enables the shared, joint or separate application of controls by the respective 
CBRAs.  
 
Harmonized CBRA response: The response to a declaration/report by a trade or transport actor is 
an important part of the business process.  A CBRA response indicating release of goods signifies 
the fulfilment of a regulatory service.  Each CBRA may handle its responses independently, but the 
Single Window must provide a unique harmonized response to the trader. 

6. The Single Window and Co-ordinated Border 
Management 

Considerable research has been carried out into the operational concept of the Single Window in the 
context of cross-border trade, in which regulatory agencies provide services to the actors engaged in 
international trade and transport transactions (the World Bank Group, 2010).  The WCO views the 
Single Window concept as part of ‘co-ordinated border management’, which is the term it uses to 
describe global efforts at streamlining and simplifying border management systems and procedures, 
both domestic and international.  CBM is a multifaceted concept of high interest and relevance to 
Customs.  Co-ordinated efforts are of far greater value to government and trade than are disjointed, 
silo-bound efforts carried out by individual agencies.  This view helps executive management of all 
the participating government agencies see their role in a strategic context, and is a means of 
attracting continued political support and constructive policies. 
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Co-ordinated border management includes the following approaches:  
 
Co-location and sharing of regulatory facilities: This provides scope for the unification of service 
outlets, fosters inter-agency co-operation, speeds up communication, enables shared risk 
management, and promotes unified operational controls by the sharing of operational information. 
 
Empowered frontline officials: Administrative authority is delegated to officials handling the 
government-trade interface, either by delegating powers within an agency, or by cross-designation 
between agencies.  Empowering frontline officials speeds up decision-making by cutting out 
handovers, leading to faster service delivery and expedited business. 
 
One-stop border posts (OSBPs): Countries sharing a land border enter into international 
agreements that enable close co-operation between agencies on both sides of the border so that 
regulatory formalities associated with import, export or transit are not duplicated. 
 
Single Window environment: The Single Window environment is defined in Section 5.1 above.  
It is achieved through collaboration between cross-border regulatory agencies and by the 
extensive use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT).  An important consequence 
of this arrangement is that traders submit all import, export and transit information required by 
regulatory agencies electronically only once, instead of providing the same information to different 
government agencies separately.  
 
Terms such as ‘one-time submission of information’, ‘single entry point’, and other ICT descriptions 
used to define a Single Window environment provide an incomplete picture of its hidden 
characteristics.  The iceberg analogy employed by the World Bank is appropriate as it describes the 
underlying mechanisms and factors.  These fall into three categories – reach, richness and 
sustainability, as shown in the picture below. 
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For each of the functional services identified by participating agencies, it is possible to point out 
aspects requiring extensive inter-agency co-ordination.  Part II of this volume analyses in detail the 
various Customs or border functions and their implications for Single Window services and inter-
agency collaboration.  It concludes that the latter activity is more unstructured and challenging, but 
is the key to the success of the former. 
 
Other strategic cross-agency activities include cross-agency risk management (risk management and 
targeting centres), cross-agency time-release studies, and inter-agency organizational arrangements.  
The Single Window is treated in the same vein – it is a cross-agency effort to deliver regulatory 
cargo clearance services at the border, largely through an IT-based system that is supported by cross-
agency arrangements that are invisible to the trader.  To the trader, it is as if a virtual enterprise is 
delivering these services.  The following Section further explores this view of the Single Window. 

7. The Single Window as a Virtual Enterprise 
The Single Window is predicated on the exchange of documents and online business processes.  It is 
based on a business model that reflects advances in information and communication technologies, 
and in internet-driven commerce.  Somewhat like the Single Window, an assortment of specialized 
companies come together to form a virtual enterprise by providing one face to the customer.  The 
Single Window environment is different from that of virtual business.  The latter is essentially a 
business-to-consumer phenomenon, while the former is a business-to-government facility.  
However, one can gain useful insights from the world of virtual enterprises. 
 
Online shopping, airline reservations and hotels are all examples of internet-driven commerce.  In 
each of these cases, the portal that provides the front end to the consumer is not necessarily the 
organization that provides all the underlying services.  In fact, the portal reveals very little of the 
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numerous processes, document exchanges and organizational arrangements that go into the delivery 
of the product or service through internet-based commerce.  Much like the EDI links of the 90s and 
present-day web services, the integrative processes that support these portals help join the business 
processes and services of different ‘real’ organizations and so deliver a composite business service to 
the end user.  The ‘virtual enterprise’ emerges from these electronic interconnections and offers its 
services through the virtual interface of the web portal.  
 
In this Section, the Single Window environment is viewed through two key aspects of a virtual 
enterprise, namely (i) web portals and (ii) a network of collaborating facilities and arrangements 
between organizations.  The following Subsections will explain why the ‘virtual enterprise’ analogy 
holds promise as a conceptual anchor for a Single Window environment. 

7.1 Web Portals 
The case of online shopping may be taken as an example.  The web portal for online shopping 
supports a purchase transaction by being the information carrier.  The web portal handles data input 
and output and also orchestrates the business processes of real enterprises associated with the online 
purchase.  The transaction goes through various “states”, such as selection of the articles for 
purchase, check-out, selection of the shipment option, payment, billing and invoicing, verification of 
back-end inventory, placement of supply orders with manufacturers or distributors, arrangement of 
transportation, issue of dispatch advice, physical delivery, processing of receipt advice, and the final 
cross-reconciliation of accounts receivables by all parties concerned.  A typical online shopping 
transaction may involve numerous business processes and document exchanges, close to half a 
dozen firms, and their respective and automated systems.  The transaction comes through within a 
few seconds because the pre-orchestrated business processes have been sequentially executed 
behind the web portal through the exchange of highly standardized electronic messages between 
various parties, such as the supplier, the payment gateway, the transport company and the customer.  
The IT systems of all these organizations are fully interoperable, and messaging between them is 
highly standardized.  There are legal agreements between the participating agencies to guarantee the 
outcomes achieved as a result of the exchange of information. 
 
Organizations participating in an e-commerce platform collaborate and share information and 
prevent the re-keying of data, ensuring that business processes share the same data throughout the 
transaction life-cycle.  That is how it should be in a Single Window environment. 
 
The web portal can be the most visible symbol of cross-border regulatory Single Window solutions.  
To begin with, the portal can provide all the relevant regulatory information ‘under one roof’.  The 
portal can serve as the information outlet and the virtual service interface between the trader and 
regulatory agencies.  The Single Window can begin as an information portal.  Gradually, as Customs 
adds transaction-processing capability to the portal, it can become an access point to other services, 
such as declaration processing, cargo release, duty/tax payment processing and management of 
bonds and obligation guarantees.  Then, as Customs systems establish online connectivity with the 
licensing and permit processing systems of other cross-border regulatory agencies, and the 
integration of business processes takes place, the Single Window starts to take shape.  Finally, as 
different portals in the Single Window environment grow by the addition of more sophisticated 
services, the effect is a transformation of the way these agencies deliver services.  An example of 
this development is the Nigerian Trade Hub. 
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Several other countries have implemented solutions based on ‘trade hub’ or trade portal concepts.  
KENTRADE is a Single Window facility launched in Kenya, beginning with a portal which acts as a 
single point of access to available services. 
 
International Trade Hub-Italia (ITH-Italia) is a technology-enabled facility helping traders, 
(especially small and medium enterprises) to compete and succeed in the global economy.  
According to the Italian Ministry of Economic Development, this facility is “more than a one-stop 
shop or Single Window, as it integrates all the processes related to import-export activities”. 
 
Trade portals could help Single Window initiatives get under way, but with the potential to scale up 
quickly, propelled by new enabling technologies and forward-looking arrangements between 
participating agencies.  Therefore, even a modest initiative calling itself a Single Window project 
need to be fostered as a potential cornerstone.  Recent developments in the growth of web-based 
commerce suggest that a virtual enterprise can be created rapidly, flexibly and at low cost (Glushko 
and McGrath, 2008).  Rapid enhancements are possible by starting with a portal and following the 
information-transaction-integration-transformation cycle.  This model of Single Window 
development holds promise as a model for emerging economies. 
 
A frequently asked question is whether there should be a single web portal or multiple web portals.  
Although legacy systems play a prominent role in this respect, ultimately, user convenience and 
accessibility of information will determine how web portals are organized. 

7.2 A Network of Collaborating Facilities 
As can be seen from the online shopping example, web portals are only a part of the story.  The real 
transactions happen between participating agencies and their respective IT systems.  In the example 
given in the preceding paragraph, the virtual store could execute its business processes by 
connecting diverse and independent enterprises through document exchange and interdependent 
operations.  In the same way, in a Single Window environment, the trader is given a completely 
transparent view of the transaction, with its carefully managed series of possible exchanges between 
cross-border regulatory agencies, Customs brokers, banks, carriers and logistics providers.  
 
Building a Single Window environment requires that participating CBRAs move from a situation 
where each agency has its independent concept of operations, to one involving process 
interdependencies and document exchanges.  The agencies involved need to define 
interdependencies and the agreed business process models. 
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Figure 6: The Single Window environment as a network of co-operating facilities. 
 
Advanced and newly industrialized economies already have many sophisticated IT systems, with 
highly developed border regulation and a broad range of cross-border regulatory regimes.  Large, 
greenfield projects intended to usher in a Single Window environment may therefore not always be 
feasible or even desirable for these economies.  Such countries could follow a different set of 
approaches for charting out the migration paths from current vertical silos into closer and more 
integrated systems.  In a typical advanced industrial nation, the following IT systems are already 
functioning in the ‘Single Window space’: 
 
 Automated Customs systems for declaration and release processing 
 Automated licence management systems for licence issuing and verification 
 Systems for veterinary, sanitary and phytosanitary controls 
 Cargo community systems for ports and airports that control logistics and cargo flow 
 Online connectivity between Customs systems and logistics systems 
 Electronic payment facilities with banks 

 
When these systems were developed, careful efforts were made to ensure data interchange between 
them, and to reduce times and inconvenience to traders.  The existing set of interconnections, 
however, would not amount to a Single Window environment.  Nonetheless, they prompt decision-
makers to examine the cost of starting Single Window projects from scratch, and the business value 
these projects can bring.  

7.3 The ‘Dominant Enterprise’ Effect 
We learn from virtual enterprises that the dominant organizations which establish communities of 
users also build the core rules of interfaces between systems.  ICT systems operated by the dominant 
organization will have a larger number of interfaces in operation, will stand a greater chance of that 
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organization’s interface standards being accepted, regardless of whether such standards meet 
‘international norms’, and will be shared widely within the trading community and the larger 
ecosystem.  This ‘dominant enterprise effect’ can be seen in trading communities such as 
RosettaNet, or with dominant enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, such as SAP.  Depending 
on the domain of operation, the standards followed by the dominant enterprises also serve as 
standards for the entire user community.  By implication, cross-border regulatory agencies and their 
user community would also hold positions of dominance by being monopolies and may ‘dictate’ 
standards.  The Single Window operator or ‘orchestrator’ plays a substantial role in bringing order to 
the standard interfaces governing interaction within the community. 
 
The readiness of the dominant systems of Customs and of other government agencies will matter, as 
will that of cargo community systems.  The Single Window environment as a network of co-
operating facilities can be said to have the following characteristics: 

 
 Single Window environment will be the result of a strategic partnership between existing vertical 

silos of non-competing entities. 
 No organization can take unilateral steps to implement the Single Window concept to replace the 

existing network of facilities.  
 The standards adopted by the dominant IT systems will be followed by the entire community 

(dominant enterprise effect).  
 A Single Window orchestrator will be formally appointed: 

o To manage formal agreements with participating IT systems and organizations 
o To develop and steer the Single Window architecture (business, technology, security and data 

architectures) 
o To enforce service and interface standards 
o To foster trust among the collaborating entities.   

 
To transition each business service into a Single Window service, all players have to collaborate and 
adjust their current interfaces as the community moves closer to the target state in a Single Window 
environment.  The following Section provides an analytical view of the Single Window as a 
collection of services and explains how such transitions might take place.     

8. The Single Window as a Collection of 
Services 

In this final Section, the Single Window environment is examined as a collection of services that 
support the core regulatory functions of import, export, transit and trade facilitation.  These services 
are predominantly enabled by information and communications technologies. The appointed Single 
Window operators (or orchestrators) provide (or support) the enablement of these services on behalf 
of CBRAs through a common platform.  Broadly, these services result in the regulatory clearance of 
goods, means of transport and crew. 
The offer of a bundle of related services ‘under one roof’ is convenient for business, as the latter can 
access and consume these services with ease.  Looking at the Single Window through the prism of 
‘services’ brings a clear appreciation of the issues at hand.  The ‘services’ paradigm places at our 
disposal some useful technical and managerial tools that can help answer many of the potential 
questions faced when building a Single Window environment. 
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8.1 Scope of the Cross-Border Regulatory Single Window 
To complete an international trade transaction, business and government need to access commerce, 
transport and regulatory services.  These services can be organized into non-overlapping categories 
and hierarchies – a classification scheme or taxonomy.  This Subsection explains that, by preparing 
the taxonomy of services covering trade, transport and regulation, it becomes easy to identify 
ownership, responsibility, accountability and the consultative framework needed between all service 
providers of IT systems for international trade, serving both government and business communities.  
 
The chart below provides an example of the taxonomy of services and the current distribution of 
ownership of these services among existing community providers.  The question asked of the Single 
Window operator is: For which services would you like to assume ownership? 
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The role of the Single Window operator or orchestrator can be assigned in a transparent manner.  
Through a process of mutual consultation, each participating CBRA (on behalf of the system it 
operates – whether a stand-alone or community-type system) can arrive at a ‘to-be’ position.  The 
operator or orchestrator can articulate this in terms of the services it wishes to own and be 
accountable for, and those that it could give up in favour of the Single Window operator or another 
CBRA. 
 
What is clear from the above matrix is that only those services involving a monopoly provider can 
be a Single Window service.  For example, port services are the monopoly of the port authority, 
which can be the owner of the maritime Single Window.  That community can be part of the Single 
Window environment, which contains other ‘monopoly’ regulatory systems providing non-
overlapping cross-border regulatory services.  
 
The taxonomic analysis becomes even more insightful when the larger services are broken down into 
more elemental services, and dependencies are established.  For example, the service to process 
import and export goods declarations is dependent on a service that fulfils cargo examination.  For 
cargo examination to occur, scheduling services and calendar services of inspecting staff may have 
to be used.  While services describe the fulfilment of a business need, business processes provide the 
steps involved in fulfilling a business service.  Business processes can be rearranged to fulfil the 
same service.  
 
Cross-border regulatory controls should be considered to comprise a set of services provided to trade 
and transport actors by regulatory agencies such as Customs, trade ministries or other government 
departments that are concerned with trade.  Traditionally, these services have been set up by the 
respective government agencies and logistics service providers, and have therefore been disjointed, 
discrete services, with little thought given to interlinkages.  At the core of the electronic Single 
Window is the notion of ‘joined-up’ services, in which the focus is on service outcomes for the 
client.  The above matrix helps illustrate the joining-up process and provides a framework to scope 
Single Window-related projects. 
 
Experts have suggested that a typology and a hierarchy of services is a useful methodology for 
analysis (Cohen 2007).  A reasonable classification that brings out the dependencies is critical for 
describing the services currently provided and their inter-relationships.  It provides a common 
language for business analysts and technology architects, enabling a platform for effective decision-
making.  This description can be exploited in developing the business and technology architecture 
for the Single Window environment.  Part VII of Volume 2 deals with this issue in detail. 
 
 

8.2 Example: The Port of Antwerp 
 
The Antwerp Port Community System (APCS) is a collaboration between the Antwerp Port Authority, 
Antwerp Port Community Operator (private sector), Belgian Customs, and third parties – IT developers.  Its 
conceptualization of the maritime Single Window is based on a clear understanding of the services at the Port, 
and the development of an explicit knowledge of the role of different organizations in delivering various 
services, as explained in the table below. 
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Figure 7: Distribution of responsibilities among the various systems in the Single Window 
environment in the Port of Antwerp.  (Source: Presentation by the Port of Antwerp on APCS and the 
maritime Single Window) 

 
 

8.3 Service Interactions and Service-Oriented Architecture 
The most important part of designing the Single Window solution is to describe the ‘to-be’ state of 
the trader’s (or broker’s/transporter’s) ‘experience’ of a transaction.  This description serves as the 
binding link for all stakeholders as they engage in a series of activities relating to architecture and 
design.  
 
The service processes identify what the trader (broker/transporter) has to do with the physical 
processes, the automatic mode, and what sequence.  What is the activity of the system (service 
outlet) for each similar activity of the trader?  Likewise, when the trader moves to the physical 
interface (for example, to take delivery of the goods), what is the basic description of the interaction?  

Service Responsible authority/ company 

Sea pilotage Flemish Government 

River pilotage Flemish Government 

River towage Private companies  URS + Antwerp Towage

Mooring - unmooring in the locks Antwerp Port Authority 

Dock pilotage Concession of Antwerp Port Authority 

Dock towage Antwerp Port Authority 

Mooring - unmooring in the docks Concession of Antwerp Port Authority 

Use of port infrastructure - various services Antwerp Port Authority 

Terminal Management Antwerp Port Authority 

Stevedoring, ship agents, forwarders, etc Private companies 

General declaration of the vessel Customs 

Summary declaration of temp storage Customs 

Reporting of ships supplies & crew effects Customs 

Crew & Passenger lists Federal Police  

Reporting of waste disposal Flemish Government (delegated to Ports) 

Hazardous Cargo Declaration Port Authority   

ISPS notification National Authority for Maritime Security 

Maritime Health Declaration Federal dept. of Public Health 

Veterinary or Phytosanitary declaration Federal Agency for Food Safety 
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What are the resources required for each activity, and what would be the quality descriptors for each 
activity (idle time, wait time, queuing time, response time, accuracy, reliability, etc.)? 
 
Service outcomes are the result of a series of ‘service encounters’ involving trade and transport 
actors and CBRA personnel in the process of moving goods across borders.  The processing times 
and incurred cost (along with predictability with regard to time, cost and effort), together with the 
non-quantifiable behavioural aspects of participants, influence the total service experience.  The goal 
is to provide predictable services that are consistent and cost-efficient.  These services have to be 
imagined, visualized and documented collaboratively by all stakeholders in a Single Window project 
to produce the ideal service encounter.  Such documentation is essential in Single Window design.  
Discretionary powers of officers, and questions related to delegation of authority and the 
empowerment of frontline officials, are crucial to this discussion and provide the executive 
management with critical insights into business processes and trade facilitation.   
 
Interaction design goes beyond typical business use case development.  It delves into the details of 
the experiential aspects of service delivery.  Part VI of Volume 1 deals with this issue in greater 
detail.   
 
Each government agency can provide a separate view of its services.  However, the Single Window 
concept requires that these should be imagined from a whole-of-government and regulatory-agency 
perspective.  Whichever way it is conceived, service-oriented architecture provides a way forward 
in delivering scalable and maintainable software solutions for a Single Window environment.  
 
Service-oriented architecture (SOA) begins with a strong focus on business services.  It does not 
concentrate on the technical infrastructure (servers, storage, etc.) and its associated engineering 
services.  The fact that this architectural approach is firmly rooted in business makes it a natural 
choice for the architects working on Single Window projects.   
 
Different aspects of SOA are examined in Part 7 of Volume II of this Compendium.  
The diagram below provides the logical flow of the ‘collection of services’ approach, where 
different disciplines related to the services paradigm come into play. 

 
 
This ‘collection of services’ view of the Single Window can help neutralize the negative energies of 
competitive behaviour among CBRAs and focus efforts towards resolving the real areas of inter-
agency conflict and overlap.  When a Single Window becomes operational, its performance would 
be measured in terms of the service levels offered by the facility.  Thus, the services paradigm helps 
build bridges between the critical disciplines of interaction design for services, service-oriented 
architecture, and management of operations services, maintaining the seamless linkage between the 
concept stages and implementation stage. 

Taxonomy of services Service-level 
Management

Interaction Design 
for Services

Service-Oriented 
Architecture
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9. Conclusion 
The four different approaches to understanding the Single Window environment provide different 
actionable insights on how to build a Single Window environment. 
 
Perspective Main Themes Actionable Insights  
UN/CEFACT 
Recommendation 
No. 33 

Facility for lodging 
standardized information and 
documents with a single 
entry point 

 Standardizing information and 
documentation is the key to trade facilitation  
 Unifying government’s interface with 
trade 

Individual data elements 
should only be submitted 
once 

Harmonizing data across cross-border 
regulatory agencies 
 
Creating combined cross-departmental 
forms and software applications to enable 
single submission of data  

Single authority, single 
automated system 
(integrated, interfaced or 
hybrid) and automated 
information transaction 
systems 

Understanding architectural types, 
classifying existing Single Windows and 
charting migration paths 

Co-ordinated 
border 
management 

The Single Window is part of 
a wider programme of inter-
agency collaboration 

Linking the Single Window strategically 
with the overall performance of border 
management 
 Focus on functional integration and 
collaboratively performed activities 
(integrated risk assessment, co-ordinated 
examination, unified cargo control, combined 
trader account management, etc.)  

Single Widow services 
demand a high degree of 
inter-agency collaboration  

Identifying and managing tasks of inter-
agency co-ordination that support Single 
Window services 

The virtual 
enterprise 

A legal entity with an active 
virtual presence 

Single Window operator to be established 
formally as a legal person with legally 
established relationships, rights, obligations 
and liabilities 
Single Window legal mandate can set forth 
the basis for accomplishing specific goals 
without participating organizations otherwise 
losing their functional autonomy 

 
Web portals can simplify and 
unify diverse regulatory 
requirements   

 Single Windows can begin and grow like 
cross-enterprise web portals and follow the 
information  transaction integration 
transformation cycle  

The Single Window as an 
orchestrated network of 
collaborating facilities and 
organizations 

Systems within community systems work 
through legal agreements and will gradually 
flourish through relationships of trust 
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Danger of the Single Window environment 
following the standards of the ‘dominant 
enterprise’, ignoring international standards 
of interoperability 

Collection of 
services 

Single Window services can 
be organized into distinct, 
non-overlapping categories 
and hierarchies 

Helps identify gaps in IT-supported 
services in cross-border trade, transport and 
regulatory domains 
 
Provides a framework to analyse and 
determine Single Window scope 
 
Creates pathways from business services to 
Single Window services under ‘service- 
oriented architecture’ 

Service interactions hold the 
key to user satisfaction  

 Draws management’s attention to 
interaction design and service experience 
 
Follows the established disciplines of 
service catalogue development and service 
operation management 
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