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(Item VI on the Agenda) 
 

SUMMARY 
 
Purpose of document 
 
 The purpose of this document is to highlight the measures that Customs can implement 
to facilitate the cross-border movement of relief and essential supplies; to outline the provisions 
of the Agreement on Trade Facilitation of the World Trade Organization (WTO TFA) and the 
WCO Revised Kyoto Convention (RKC) on which they are based; and to provide information on 
other WCO tools and guidance material that can support their implementation.  
 
 Item VI on the agenda of the 13th Meeting of the Working Group on the WTO Trade 
Facilitation Agreement (TFAWG) will also cover presentations by a Member and by a regional 
integration entity on measures to facilitate the cross-border movement of relief and essential 
supplies implemented in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Action required of the TFAWG 
 
 The TFAWG is invited to: 
 
- take note of the information provided in the current document and the presentations by a 
Member and a regional integration entity; and 
 
- provide any further guidance, as appropriate, on measures or methods of implementation 
thereof that can support the efforts to facilitate the cross-border movement of relief and essential 
supplies. 
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I. Background 
 
1. In the event of a natural disaster and similar catastrophes, as well as sustained 

emergencies, such as famine or disease, aid to those affected by the crisis needs to be 
delivered and moved across international boundaries efficiently and expeditiously. The 
effectiveness of humanitarian assistance is dependent to a large extent on the speed with 
which it can be furnished. It is therefore imperative that Customs administrations be as 
facilitative as possible and be prepared to rapidly clear goods that, as a result of 
catastrophic events, are being forwarded as aid. 

 
2. The disruptions brought by the outbreak of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19), 

which, on 11 March 2020, was characterized by the WHO as a pandemic, were wide-
ranging and unprecedented. Emergency measures needed to curb the spread of the 
disease, such as travel restrictions, stay-at home orders, lockdowns, closures of non-
essential businesses, etc., had unintended impacts on borders and thereby on trade, 
transport and travel. A number of Members imposed temporary export restrictions on 
certain categories of critical medical supplies in response to COVID-19 further affecting the 
global supply chain for these categories of goods and equipment at a time of increased 
demand. 

 
3. In this context, measures implemented by Customs to facilitate the cross-border 

movement of relief and essential supplies were of key importance for mitigating the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The objective of this document is to highlight these measures, 
to outline the provisions of the Agreement on Trade Facilitation of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO TFA) and the WCO Revised Kyoto Convention (RKC) on which they 
are based, and to provide information on other WCO tools and guidance material that can 
support their implementation. 

 
II. Measures by Customs to facilitate the cross-border movement of relief and 

essential supplies 
 
4. Already on 17 March 2020, anticipating a dramatic increase in the cross-border 

movement of relief goods (supplies, medicines and medical equipment), the WCO 
Secretary General wrote to the Directors General of the WCO Member Customs 
administrations to reiterate the plea for facilitation of the cross-border movement of relief 
consignments and invited them to share their respective administration’s best practices to 
prevent and/or fight the spread of the disease. As a result, 115 Members submitted 
information on their practices and measures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which is publicly available in a section of the WCO web-site dedicated to the response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
5. The practices submitted by Members were studied by the Secretariat and certain 

measures were highlighted and categorized in a Secretariat Note titled What Customs can 
do to mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Secretariat Note covers four 
categories of measures aimed at: 1) Facilitating the cross-border movement of relief and 
essential supplies; 2) Supporting the economy and sustaining supply chain continuity; 3) 
Protecting staff and 4) Protecting the society. The Annex to the Secretariat Note contains 
highlights of WCO Members’ practices in each of the four categories. 

 
6. The Secretariat Note outlines seven measures aimed at facilitating the cross-border 

movement of relief and essential supplies. The following paragraphs will look into each of 
these measures. It is worth underlining that these measures are relevant not only to the 
cross-border movement of medical supplies and equipment in the immediate COVID-19 

http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/coronavirus.aspx
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/covid_19-categorization-of-member-input_may-29-2020_edition-4_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/covid_19-categorization-of-member-input_may-29-2020_edition-4_en.pdf?la=en
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response phase, but also to the cross-border movement of COVID-19 vaccines and 
related medical supplies. 

 
7. The first measure for Customs is to coordinate and cooperate with other government 

agencies with the objective of speeding up the clearance of relief goods. In general, the 
great majority of relief consignments are highly regulated items such as foodstuffs, 
medicines, medical equipment, vehicles and telecommunication equipment. In the 
clearance process, Customs often enforces legislation on behalf of other government 
agencies and proper dialogue and coordination with those agencies is paramount, both in 
the disaster preparedness and response phases, for the simplification and facilitation of 
the clearance process. A related measure is that inspections by other government 
agencies and inspections by Customs should be coordinated and, if possible, carried out 
at the same time. Coordination with neighbouring countries is also indispensable, 
especially when it comes to measures that restrict the movement of people and goods.  

 
8. This measure finds its basis in Articles 8 Border Agency Cooperation and 

10.4 Single Window of the WTO TFA, standards 3.3 and transitional standards 3.4, 3.5 
and 3.35 of the General Annex (GA) to the RKC, the 2011 WCO Resolution on the Role of 
Customs in Natural Disaster Relief and the 2020 WCO Resolution on the Role of Customs 
in Facilitating the Cross-Border Movement of Situationally Critical Medicines and Vaccines. 
The WCO tools that can support the implementation of this measure are the Guidelines to 
Chapter 3 Clearance and other Customs formalities of the RKC GA, the Data Model, the 
Coordinated Border Management Compendium, and the Single Window Compendium and 
other recourse material. 

 
9. The second measure is to prioritize the clearance of relief consignments on the basis 

of a list of essential items, while the third measure is to clear relief consignments as a 
matter of priority. These measures stems from the provisions of Chapter 5 Relief 
consignments of Specific Annex J (SA J5) to the RKC, the Resolution on the Role of 
Customs in Natural Disaster Relief and the Resolution on the Role of Customs in 
Facilitating the Cross-Border Movement of Situationally Critical Medicines and Vaccines.  

 
10. The tools that can support the implementation of the second and third measures are 

the Guidelines to SA J5, as well as the guidance material developed by the Secretariat in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Secretariat Note on How to establish and utilize 
essential goods lists during a disaster was developed with the objective of addressing the 
lack of an internationally recognized definition of essential goods and the lack of 
harmonized guidance on how to establish and utilize lists of essential goods, equipment 
and services. The recently developed guidance material also includes the 
HS Classification Reference for COVID-19 medical supplies and the List of priority 
medicines during the COVID-19 pandemic which were broadly used by Members when 
defining their national lists of essential items during the COVID-19 pandemic. Alternative 
arrangements for prioritizing the Customs clearance of relief consignments can be based 
on Customs Procedure Codes (CPC) or on approved organizations importing the goods. 

 
11. The fourth measure is to provide for the lodging of a simplified Goods declaration or 

of a provisional or incomplete Goods declaration, while the fifth measure is to provide for 
pre-arrival processing of the Goods declaration and release of the goods upon arrival. 
These measures find their basis in Article 7.1 Pre-arrival Processing, Article 7.3 
Separation of Release from Final Determination of Customs Duties, Taxes, Fees and 
Charges of the TFA, Chapter 3 of the GA (and specifically standards 3.13, 3.14, 3.17, 
3.25, 3.41) and SA J5 to the RKC, as well as the Resolution on the Role of Customs in 
Natural Disaster Relief. The WCO tools that can support the implementation of the above 

http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/resolutions/resolution_e.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/resolutions/resolution_e.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/resolutions/resolution-facilitating-cross-border-movement-of-situationally-critical-medicines-and-vaccines.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/resolutions/resolution-facilitating-cross-border-movement-of-situationally-critical-medicines-and-vaccines.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/wto-atf/dev/rkc-guidelines-ch3.pdf
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/facilitation/instrument-and-tools/tools/data-model.aspx
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/instruments-and-tools/tools/safe-package/cbm-compendium.PDF?db=web
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/facilitation/instrument-and-tools/tools/single-window-guidelines.aspx
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/facilitation/instrument-and-tools/tools/single-window-guidelines.aspx
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/j5e_november_2011.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/essential-goods-lists_guidance.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/essential-goods-lists_guidance.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/covid_19/hs-classification-reference_edition-3_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/covid_19/prioritization-medicines-list-during-covid_19-_v9_wco_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/covid_19/prioritization-medicines-list-during-covid_19-_v9_wco_en.pdf?la=en
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measures are the Guidelines to Chapter 3 of the GA and for SA J5 to the RKC, among 
others. 

 
12. The sixth measure is to apply risk management and perform inspections on relief 

goods only if deemed high risk. It is supplemented by the measure to ensure that 
inspections by other government agencies and inspections by Customs are coordinated 
and, if possible, carried out at the same time, as discussed in paragraphs 7 and 8 above. 
The sixth measure stems from Article 7.4 Risk Management of the TFA, Chapter 6 
Customs control of the GA (and specifically standards 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5) and SA J5 to the 
RKC, as well as the Resolution on the Role of Customs in Natural Disaster Relief and the 
Resolution on the Role of Customs in Facilitating the Cross-Border Movement of 
Situationally Critical Medicines and Vaccines. The WCO tools that can support the 
implementation of this measure are the Guidelines to Chapter 6 of the GA and for SA J5 to 
the RKC, the SAFE Framework of Standards and the Risk Management Compendium. 

 
13. The last measure for Customs is to advocate for or support the waiving or 

suspension of import duties and taxes for relief items. It stems from the provisions of 
SA J5 to the RKC and its implementation can be supported by the Guidelines to the 
above-referred RKC chapter.  

 
14. In addition to the TFA and RKC provisions highlighted above, the implementation of 

other articles and standards is also of high relevance to the facilitation of the cross-border 
movement of relief and essential supplies. Among them, worth highlighting are the 
provisions on transparency and predictability (Article 1 Publication and availability of 
information, Article 2 Opportunity to comment, information before entry into force, and 
consultations and Article 5 Other measures to enhance impartiality, non-discrimination and 
transparency of the TFA, as well as Chapter 9 Information, Decisions and Rulings 
Supplied by the Customs of the RKC GA). A notable WCO tool that can support the 
implementation of these provisions is the Transparency and Predictability Guidelines. 

 
15. Based on the information on the practices and measures implemented by WCO 

Members in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the available instruments, tools and 
guidance material, the Secretariat is developing Guidelines on disaster management and 
supply chain continuity under a dedicated project funded by the Government of Japan. A 
preliminary draft of the Guidelines (Annex to Doc. PC0643) was submitted to the 
229th/230th PTC Sessions in October 2020. The final draft will be presented to the 
231st/232nd PTC Sessions in May 2021 for endorsement. 

 
16. Item VI on the agenda of the 13th Meeting of the Working Group on the WTO Trade 

Facilitation Agreement (TFAWG) will also cover presentations by a Member and by a 
regional integration entity on measures to facilitate the cross-border movement of relief 
and essential supplies implemented in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
III. Action required 

 
17. The TFAWG is invited to: 
 

 take note of the information provided in the current document and the presentations 
by a Member and a regional integration entity; and 

  

http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/wto-atf/dev/rkc-guidelines-ch-6.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/instruments-and-tools/tools/safe-package/safe-framework-of-standards.PDF?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/facilitation/instrument-and-tools/tools/risk-management-compendium.aspx
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/instruments-and-tools/tools/transparency-and-predictability-guidelines/transparency-guidelines.pdf?db=web
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 provide any further guidance, as appropriate, on measures or methods of 
implementation thereof that can support the efforts to facilitate the cross-border 
movement of relief and essential supplies. 

 
 

______________ 
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