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I. Background  
 
Transparency and predictability of regulations and procedures at borders are widely 
recognized as an essential element of trade facilitation1. Transparency and predictability are 
the starting point for ensuring the efficiency and, ultimately, the stability of a rules-based 
environment for goods crossing the border. 
 
Transparent procedures enable traders to fully understand the conditions for and constraints 
on imports, exports and transit operations, and to gain an accurate picture of possible costs.  
Predictability in the application of regulations and procedures is also important because 
uncertainty regarding possible time delays in procedures is interpreted as a concealed cost 
for business, and may be a major obstacle to smooth transactions. Predictability – both in 
terms of interpretation and application of regulations and procedures, and in terms of the 
time for release of goods – is critical to business. Knowing how regulations will be applied 
facilitates compliance on the part of companies, and decreases the risk of paying fines, or of 
having the cargo held for reasons that are not clear to companies prior to shipment. 
Business wants to know what to expect when conducting cross-border transactions. The 
length of clearance time, coupled with consistency of actions and steps, are vital to 
businesses as they fine-tune their business models. Major variations result in increased 
inventory holdings, which raises costs and the risk of missing commitments to customers. 
 
The commitment to transparency and predictability may encourage businesses, including 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), to join international markets and contribute 
significantly to trade facilitation and economic growth. It involves ensuring that information on 
border requirements and procedures is clear and easily available to all interested parties. 
There are a number of potential means of strengthening transparency and predictability at 
borders. 
 
In this regard, the WCO has developed standards and guidance in the area of transparency 
and predictability. Chapter 9 of the General Annex of the Revised Kyoto Convention (RKC) 
(Information, Decisions and Rulings supplied by Customs)2 contains numerous standards 
regarding transparency and predictability. In addition, there are several WCO 
Recommendations related to the enhancement of transparency and predictability, such as 
the Recommendation on the Use of World Wide Web sites by Customs administrations3. 
The WCO Revised Integrity Development Guide4 also highlights the importance of 
transparency and includes a checklist on this matter.  
 
Various international and regional organizations have been highlighting the importance of 
transparency and predictability for some time. Article 1 of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) deals with the publication and availability of 
information, while Article 2 concerns the opportunity to comment, information before entry 
into force and consultations with traders or other stakeholders, and Article 3 relates to 
advance rulings. These provisions are intended to strengthen the principles established by 

                                                
1 The WTO Glossary defines transparency as the “Degree to which trade policies and practices, and 
the process by which they are established, are open and predictable”. The concepts of transparency 
and predictability are always associated with each other. 
2 http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-
atf/atf/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/Topics/WTO%20ATF/dev/RKC%20Guidelines%20Ch%209.a
shx 
3http://www.wcoomd.org/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/About%20us/Legal%20Instruments/Recom
mendations/IT/RecommendationsIT_26_June_1999_eng.ashx?db=web 
4http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/integrity/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/Topics/Integrity/Instrume
nts%20and%20Tools/Integrity_guide_EN.ashx 

http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/Topics/WTO%20ATF/dev/RKC%20Guidelines%20Ch%209.ashx
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/Topics/WTO%20ATF/dev/RKC%20Guidelines%20Ch%209.ashx
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/Topics/WTO%20ATF/dev/RKC%20Guidelines%20Ch%209.ashx
http://www.wcoomd.org/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/About%20us/Legal%20Instruments/Recommendations/IT/RecommendationsIT_26_June_1999_eng.ashx?db=web
http://www.wcoomd.org/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/About%20us/Legal%20Instruments/Recommendations/IT/RecommendationsIT_26_June_1999_eng.ashx?db=web
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/integrity/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/Topics/Integrity/Instruments%20and%20Tools/Integrity_guide_EN.ashx
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/integrity/~/media/WCO/Public/Global/PDF/Topics/Integrity/Instruments%20and%20Tools/Integrity_guide_EN.ashx
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Article X (Publication and Administration of Trade Regulations) of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GATT).  
 
An OECD study based on Trade Facilitation Indicators states that full implementation of 
Articles 1 and 2 of the TFA “would generate cost savings of 1.7% for low income countries”, 
and that full implementation of advance rulings on Customs matters “would also bring cost 
reductions of 1.3% for upper middle income countries”5. In addition, transparency and 
predictability have been identified as important performance indicators for business. Both the 
Logistics Performance Index created by the World Bank and the Enabling Trade Index (ETI) 
developed by the World Economic Forum include the transparency of Customs procedures 
among their indicators. At regional level, in 2010 Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 
adopted a Supply-Chain Connectivity Framework6 which identifies lack of transparency as 
the first “chokepoint” in the supply chain. 
 
Transparent and predictable Customs procedures are also essential elements for 
maintaining and increasing integrity, which is key for all nations and for all Customs 
administrations in eliminating corruption. Transparency creates accountability and makes it 
harder to feign ignorance of the rules. In addition, it may be harder for a tempted Customs 
officer to try to ask for a bribe from a user who knows where he/she stands as far as the 
rules are concerned. Transparency also develops a climate of trust that fosters integrity 
between Customs and users. The WCO Revised Arusha Declaration, which was adopted in 
June 2003, affirms that a priority for all governments should be to ensure that Customs is 
free of corruption, and stresses transparency as one of the key factors to be addressed by 
national Customs integrity programmes.  
 
 
 
  

 
Revised Arusha Declaration 

 
3. Transparency 
Customs clients are entitled to expect a high degree of certainty and predictability in their 
dealings with Customs. Customs laws, regulations, procedures and administrative 
guidelines should be made public, be easily accessible and applied in a uniform and 
consistent manner. The basis upon which discretionary powers can be exercised should 
be clearly defined. Appeal and administrative review mechanisms should be established to 
provide a mechanism for clients to challenge or seek review of Customs decisions. Client 
service charters or performance standards should be established which set out the level of 
service clients can expect from Customs. 
 

 
 
 

                                                
5 The OECD’s study is available at 
http://www.oecd.org/tad/facilitation/OECD_Trade_Facilitation_Indicators_updated-
flyer_October_2014.pdf  
6 The APEC Supply-Chain Connectivity Framework is available at 
http://www.apec.org/Groups/~/media/1D25FA13CCDB467CA1D2B770BE963F1D.ashx  

http://www.oecd.org/tad/facilitation/OECD_Trade_Facilitation_Indicators_updated-flyer_October_2014.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/tad/facilitation/OECD_Trade_Facilitation_Indicators_updated-flyer_October_2014.pdf
http://www.apec.org/Groups/~/media/1D25FA13CCDB467CA1D2B770BE963F1D.ashx
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II. Main objective and coverage 
 
The Guidelines aim to provide Customs administrations with comprehensive and practical 
guidance on how to enhance and commit to their transparency and predictability, with a view 
to trade facilitation and integrity. The Guidelines are based on existing international 
standards introduced in the WTO TFA, the WCO RKC and other international agreements, 
and the operational practices and experiences of WCO Members.   
 
In view of the fact that relevant Committees of the WCO have developed or are developing 
new tools or instruments with regard to Article 2 (Opportunity to comment, information before 
entry into force and consultations)7 and to Article 3 (Advance rulings)8, the Guidelines do not 
include them. 
 
It is worth mentioning that the Transparency and Predictability Guidelines do not have any 
legally binding effect. WCO Members are encouraged to introduce their own practices by 
referring to the Guidelines. 
 
 

                                                
7 The instruments and tools developed by the WCO related to Article 2 of the TFA can be found on 
the WCO Implementation Guidance for the WTO TFA on the WCO website in the following link:  
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/opportunity-to-comment-
information-before-entry-into-force-and-consultation.aspx 
8 The instruments and tools developed by the WCO related to Article 3 of the TFA can be found on 
the WCO Implementation Guidance for the WTO TFA on the WCO website in the following link: 
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/advance-rulings.aspx  

http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/opportunity-to-comment-information-before-entry-into-force-and-consultation.aspx
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/opportunity-to-comment-information-before-entry-into-force-and-consultation.aspx
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/wco-implementing-the-wto-atf/atf/advance-rulings.aspx
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III. Guidelines 
1. Comprehensiveness 
 
The availability of information on Customs procedures or other trade-related issues is one of 
the key elements of trade facilitation. In this context, modern Customs administrations 
should publish all relevant information applicable to Customs procedures as 
comprehensively as possible. In this regard, RKC Standard 9.1 requires the publication of all 
relevant information of general application pertaining to Customs law. The WTO TFA and the 
RKC set out important principles to ensure availability of information. Although the TFA has 
not come into effect, articles 1.1, 6.1,11.14 and 11.15 of the TFA contain a comprehensive 
list of information items and require Members to promptly publish them. 
 
 
Customs administrations should: 
 

1. Ensure that all relevant information of general application pertaining to Customs 
law is readily available to any interested person.  

 
2. Make the following information publicly available: 

x procedures for importation, exportation, and transit (including port, airport, 
and other entry-point procedures), and required forms and documents;  

x applied rates of duties and taxes imposed on or in connection with importation 
or exportation; 

x fees and charges imposed by or for governmental agencies on or in 
connection with importation, exportation or transit; 

x contact information on their enquiry point(s); 
x rules for the classification and valuation of products for Customs purposes; 
x laws, regulations, and administrative rulings of general application relating to 

rules of origin, classification and valuation; 
x import, export or transit restrictions or prohibitions; 
x penalty provisions for breaches of import, export, or transit formalities;  
x procedures for appeal or review; 
x agreements or parts thereof with any country or countries relating to 

importation, exportation, or transit;  
x procedures relating to the administration of tariff quotas; 
x information on fees and charges, including the fees and charges that will be 

applied, the reason for such fees and charges, the responsible authority and 
when and how payment is to be made 

x general rules applicable to Customs convoys or Customs escorts; and 
x information on guarantee, including single transaction and, where applicable, 

multiple transaction guarantee. 
 

3. Supply not only the information specifically requested but also any other pertinent 
information which they consider the interested person should be made aware of. 

 
 
Customs administrations are encouraged to:  
 

4. Publish the following information:  
x General information on Customs offices (i.e. opening hours, location and 

telephone/fax numbers) 
x Trade statistics 
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x Glossary of technical terms 
x Brief information on the regulations of other governmental agencies  
x Currency exchange rates 
x Results of performance measurement or time release studies 
x Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)  
x Estimated wait times 
x Relevant trade-related legislation administered by other border regulatory 

agencies 
x Internal instructions 
x International agreements and arrangements concluded with other Customs 

administrations 
 

 
 

Members’ practices: Estimated wait times – U.S. CBP 
 
The webpages of U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) provide advisories and wait 
times for airports as well as borders. They provide estimated wait times for northern and 
southern border crossings, as well as for incoming travellers at major U.S. airports. Wait 
times for pedestrian, passenger and commercial vehicle crossings are broken down by 
lane type (standard, SENTRI, NEXUS, FAST, Ready Lane, etc.). 
 

 
 

2. Coordinated Border Management  
 
The TFA does not limit the requirement of publication of information to Customs 
administrations only. Indeed, the WTO TFA Self-Assessment Guide lists the “Executive 
Authority”, “all border agencies”, the “Trade Authority”, and the “Agency responsible for 
information management, including government websites” as authorities which are directly 
concerned with implementing Article 1.2. Some visitors to Customs webpages, including 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), might have difficulties in differentiating the 
competences of Customs administrations from the competences of other border agencies.  
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In this regard, Customs webpages should contain a function to guide visitors to find 
necessary trade-related information managed by other governmental agencies. The 
development of portals could help Single Window initiatives. In fact such portals acted as the 
launching pads for the recently developed Single Window solutions in emerging economies. 
 
 
Customs administrations should: 
 

5. Have links to the webpages of other border regulatory agencies and relevant 
international/regional organizations. 

 
 
Customs administrations are encouraged to: 
 

6. Develop a portal/hub webpage to cover all relevant information on trade 
procedures in coordination with all relevant border agencies.   

 
 

Members’ practices: Nigeria Trade Hub 
(http://www.nigeriatradehub.gov.ng/)  

x The Nigeria Trade Hub (NTH) provides a comprehensive introduction to 
international trade in Nigeria. It is mainly a portal for traders to get correct 
information to enable them to make decisions about doing business in Nigeria.  

x NTH provides information about all the Nigerian Regulatory Agencies – including 
their contact details, processes, documents, fees and processing times – that an 
Importer or Exporter will need to liaise with to obtain the necessary import 
permits and certificates that are required to ensure compliance. The NTH further 
provides contact details of organizations linked with trade in Nigeria.  

x NTH also has a searchable Document Library providing all the necessary 
downloadable documents relevant to trade in Nigeria, from Official Publications 
to Legal Information, Regulatory Documents and Customs Procedures.  

x Tools of the NTH include the HS Code Classification Tool – an intuitive tool that 
assists the Importer with the correct classification of their products for both import 
and export. Once the correct HS Code for an importation product is obtained, the 
tool provides the necessary regulatory information about the product, including 
Regulating Agencies, Control Measures, Prohibition Status, ETLS status 
depending on the Country of Origin, Document Requirements, Related Duties 
and Fees and Processing times. For export products, on selection of the Country 
of Export, the Exporter is presented with the Exportation Country’s Market 
Access information, including the relevant HS Code and the rates of duty they 
will attract upon entry. 
 

3. Promptness 
 
A sudden change of regulations on clearance of goods or other trade-related measures may 
seriously erode predictability and negatively affect traders’ transactions. In this regard, 
Customs administrations need to ensure sufficient time periods before enforcing new 
regulations. In this context, Article 1 of the TFA provides that the information should be 
promptly published to enable interested parties to become acquainted with it.  
 
In addition, Article 2 of the TFA provides that Member States shall, to the extent practicable, 
provide opportunities and an appropriate time period to traders and other interested parties 

http://www.nigeriatradehub.gov.ng/
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to comment on the proposed introduction or amendment of laws and regulations related to 
the movement, release and clearance of goods. Stakeholders shall also be informed in 
advance before such changes come into effect. It also provides for regular consultations 
between border agencies, traders and other stakeholders within each Member’s territory. 

 
RKC Standard 9.2 stipulates that information on changes to rules should be available 
sufficiently in advance of their entry into force.  
 
 
Customs administrations should: 
 

7. Publish information on new or amended laws and regulations as early as possible 
before their entry into force. 

 
 
Customs administrations are encouraged to: 
 

 
8. Where appropriate, publish information on new or amended laws and regulations 

earlier than usual, in cases where such new or amended laws and regulations 
require changes to computer systems or logistics management of traders. 
  

4. Accessibility 
 
The published information should be easily accessible for all interested parties. Article 1 of 
the TFA requires Members to publish information ‘in a non-discriminatory and easily 
accessible manner’. There are potentially various ways to increase accessibility to the 
information. Generally, publication through the Internet has been recognized as one of the 
best ways to ensure high accessibility. The TFA has specific provisions on the information 
available through the Internet and the WCO adopted a Recommendation on the Use of 
World Wide Web sites in June 1999.   
 
Moreover, an essential element for maintaining or increasing the accessibility to information 
is to ensure clarity of information. Information should be presented in a simple and clear 
manner and not be designed to discriminate or to make it difficult for stakeholders to 
understand. Introducing information in multiple languages is recommended to ensure high 
accessibility for all interested parties. Transparency and predictability are essential not only 
for domestic, but also international, stakeholders. In this regard, the TFA requires Members 
to make certain information available in one of the official languages of the WTO.  
 
 
Customs administrations should: 

 
9. Publish information in a non-discriminatory and easily accessible manner for all 

interested parties. 
 
10. Make information available through the Internet. 

 
11. Present information in a simple and clear manner which is not designed to 

discriminate or to make it difficult for stakeholders to understand. 
 
12. Make certain information available in one of the official languages of the WTO 

(English, French and Spanish).  
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Customs administrations are encouraged to: 

 
13. Implement and adopt the WCO Recommendation on the Use of World Wide Web 

sites in order to facilitate access to, and dissemination of, Customs regulatory 
information. 

 
14. Use social networking sites as an additional way to provide information. 

 
15. Introduce mobile-friendly versions of their official websites.  

 
16. Disseminate the information in other ways, in addition to the Internet. Possible 

ways for further dissemination include:   
• publications such as the Customs tariff, official gazettes, bulletins and public 

notices;  
• dissemination at strategic locations where it is likely to be needed. For 

example, information on Customs formalities and exemptions from duty and 
tax allowed to travellers may be made available on ships, aircraft, 
international trains, or at places of international arrival and departure;  

• dissemination in embassies and trade missions abroad, with supplies of 
notices for intending exporters and visitors in a variety of languages if 
necessary;  

• display in public offices such as major post offices, tourist centres, etc.;  
• publication in relevant newspapers and journals or by the issue of press 

releases; and  
• regular magazine-type publications or newsletters produced by 

administrations for the trade to provide news and articles on major 
developments and changes. 

 
17. Translate relevant laws and regulations into one of the official languages of the 

World Customs Organization (English and French) and in all languages deemed 
appropriate in the respective national/ regional context. 
 

18. Attend exhibitions and other public events, or ask to attend if they believe their 
presence will be particularly useful: 
x to provide general information, advice or helpdesk facilities to interested 

parties, to hand out leaflets, notices or brochures; 
x to promote specific policies in relation to important topics such as drugs, 

endangered species or other prohibited or restricted articles of trade; 
x to advertise and promote new information, procedures or initiatives; and 
x to canvass views on particular issues. 

 
 
 

 
Members’ practices: Facebook and Twitter – Japan Customs 

 
Japan Customs uses Facebook, YouTube and Twitter channels to communicate, as 
well as a friendly web mascot (Customs-Kun) to engage the public. 
 
The advantages of using social media include: 

9 Many users and high visibility 
9 Access to people with less interest in Customs 
9 Inviting users to the Customs website 
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9 No service charge, no maintenance fee 
9 No load to the Customs website 

 
Around 100 video programmes are available on YouTube (Customs channels). 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

5. Enquiry points 
 
The establishment of enquiry points would contribute to improving transparency and 
predictability in the context of facilitating accessibility to trade-related information for the 
private sector. Article 1.3 of the TFA requires Members to establish and/or maintain one or 
more enquiry points within their available resources. The enquiry points must answer 
enquiries and provide the forms and documents for importation, exportation and transit, 
within a reasonable time period. Chapter 9 of the General Annex to the Revised Kyoto 
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Convention also contains standards requiring Customs to provide specific information or 
decisions as quickly as possible and in sufficient detail. 
 
 
Customs administrations should: 
 

19. Establish or maintain one or more enquiry points to answer reasonable enquiries of 
governments, traders and other interested parties. 
 

20. Answer enquiries and provide the forms and documents within a reasonable time 
period set by each Member, which may vary depending on the nature or complexity 
of the request. 

 
21. Provide, as quickly and as accurately as possible, information relating to the specific 

matters raised by the interested person and pertaining to Customs law. 
 

22. Supply not only the information specifically requested but also any other pertinent 
information which they consider the interested person should be made aware of. 

 
23. Ensure the consistency of answers to the same enquiries raised at different local 

offices. 
 
 
Customs administrations are encouraged to:  
 

24. Define formal procedures and work processes for operation of enquiry points. They 
may include standards for processing enquiries, response times, standard templates 
and forms, and modes of communication. 

 
25.  Develop service standards that represent a central commitment to deliver policies 

and programmes to clients in a manner that upholds the Customs administration’s 
values of integrity, respect and professionalism.  

 
 

Members’ practices: Customs Counsellor System – Japan Customs 
 
Japan has established a Customs Counsellor System, aimed at facilitating the 
appropriate and smooth administration of Customs by providing accurate information 
on import and export procedures to concerned parties, clearing up  
misunderstandings and, if necessary, revising or improving import and export 
procedures via consultations or by hearing complaints. 
 
Customs counsellors are allocated at regional Customs headquarters and branches 
across the country. These counsellors are dealing with a number of inquiries and 
sometimes addressing certain complains, and in 2014, more than 170,000 cases 
were handled. The information provided to importer or exporter is also put on our 
web-site if the information is considered to be useful for the public. 
 

Number of cases handled by Customs counsellors (2008-2014) 
 
 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Total 189,467 190,115 182,231 180,035 174,395 167,103 174,195 
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6. Data protection and confidentiality, freedom of information 
 
When providing specific information, Customs administrations should ensure that 
confidential or commercially sensitive information is not divulged. Furthermore, appropriate 
freedom of information would enhance transparency and predictability for traders. Most 
modern administrations have instituted legislation to promote what is generally referred to as 
freedom of information. In broad terms, such legislation is aimed at giving people the legal 
right to view information held by governments nationally, regionally and locally, thereby 
making governments more accountable to the public. 
 
 
Customs administrations should: 
 

26. Ensure that they do not divulge details of a private or confidential nature affecting 
Customs or third parties unless such disclosure is required or authorized by national 
legislation. 
 

27. Allow traders or any interested parties to access the data and information held by 
Customs administrations. 
 

28. Publish clear criteria on exempt documents or data which cannot be accessed 
under the freedom of information. 
 

7. Information on appeals 
 
National legislation must include deadlines for Customs to furnish decisions under normal 
circumstances. When a decision is requested, Standard 9.8 of the RKC requires Customs to 
furnish it in writing and within the specified period. If decisions are adverse, the reasons for 
the decision and, where necessary, the legal basis, must be included. Customs are also 
required to notify interested parties of their right of appeal. 
 
Customs administrations should:  
 

29. Give reasons for decisions and information on the right of appeal, where such 
decisions are adverse to the person concerned. 

 

8. Publication management   
 
With a view to administering publication policy in a consistent, impartial and reasonable 
manner, Customs administrations need to establish and maintain effective administrative 
procedures.   
 
Customs administrations are encouraged to: 
 

30. Establish or maintain effective publication management which may include the 
following measures: 
 
x processes to collect, compile and otherwise prepare documents for publication; 
x processes to ensure that the information to be published is accurate, relevant and 

clear; 
x processes to examine if a means of publication is appropriate to ensure 

accessibility to the information; and 
x periodic review and update of published information. 
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31. Establish public relations offices or units to deal with publication management. 

 

9. Charges  
 
Customs administrations normally publish or supply information free of charge. If traders or 
other stakeholders are required to pay expensive charges to obtain certain information, it 
may reduce the accessibility to the information and, as a consequence, transparency and 
predictability will decrease. In this regard, the RKC has introduced Standard 9.7, which 
requires Customs administrations to limit the charges to the cost incurred for furnishing the 
information.   
 
 
Customs administrations should: 
 

32. Supply information free of charge, except for cases where collecting or providing the 
required information would involve a cost. 
 

33. Limit the charge to the approximate cost of the services rendered, when the 
Customs cannot supply information free of charge.  

 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


