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The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) serves as the United Nations’ regional hub 
promoting cooperation among countries to achieve inclusive and sustainable development. The largest regional 
intergovernmental platform with 53 member States and 9 associate members, ESCAP has emerged as a strong 
regional think-tank offering countries sound analytical products that shed insight into the evolving economic, social and 
environmental dynamics of the region. The Commission’s strategic focus is to deliver on the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, which it does by reinforcing and deepening regional cooperation and integration to 
advance connectivity, financial cooperation and market integration. ESCAP’s research and analysis coupled with its 
policy advisory services, capacity building and technical assistance to governments aims to support countries’ 
sustainable and inclusive development ambitions.

UNCTAD possesses long-standing expertise and experience in trade facilitation on which basis it provides technical 
assistance and capacity-building support to developing countries, including in the establishment of national trade and 
transport facilitation committees, needs assessments, trade facilitation implementation plans, transit agreements and 
customs automation through its Automated System for Customs Data (ASYCUDA) programme. It also undertakes 
a number of activities in the framework of its port management training programme and its e-regulation and 
eregistration systems. Through their impact on trade facilitation stakeholders (such as port authorities and small 
and medium-sized enterprises in particular), these programmes also contribute to enhancing trade facilitation in 
beneficiary countries. UNCTAD assistance and expertise encompass many aspects of trade facilitation that can be 
addressed by several programmes, to be articulated and tailored according to each country’s needs.

The Pacific Islands Forum is the region’s premier political and economic policy organisation. Founded in 1971, it 
comprises 18 members: Australia, Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, French Polynesia, Kiribati, 
Nauru, New Caledonia, New Zealand, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Republic of Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. The Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat supports Forum Members to work together 
through deeper forms of regionalism in support of sustainable development, economic growth, good governance and 
security. Its focus is innovative, game changing initiatives for regional action. Its role is primarily policy advice, 
coordination and ensuring the effective implementation of Forum Leaders’ decisions leading to tangible improvements 
in the lives of the people of the Pacific. We report annually on our performance against results.

The World Bank Group’s Finance, Competitiveness & Innovation Global Practice (FCI) combines expertise in the 
financial sector with expertise in private sector development to foster private-sector led growth and help create markets 
in client countries. Through this work, FCI strengthens the World Bank Group’s evolving approach to development 
finance: to maximize finance for development and to leverage private sector investments for sustainable and inclusive 
growth. Globally, FCI leads the institution’s dialogue on financial sector policies and private sector development, as well 
as engagement with various standard-setting bodies, such as the G20, Financial Stability Board, the UN, etc. Within 
countries, FCI works with governments to create an enabling environment where financial stability, access to finance 
and risk management provide a foundation to crowd-in private sector investment, create capital markets, and 
accelerate equitable growth. At the same time, the practice is focused on identifying firm- and industry-level constraints 
to deliver reforms which can drive growth and accelerate job creation (including access to finance, innovation, special 
economic zones, industry solutions, entrepreneurship, etc.). Boosting firm-level efficiency and productivity centers on 
adopting better technologies, including digital ones.
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whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city 
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responsibility for the availability or functionality of URLs.
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United Nations. 
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V

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Reducing trade costs is essential in enabling economies to participate in regional and global value chains 
effectively and continue using trade as an important engine of growth and sustainable development. The 
recent surge in shipping costs and the subsequent disruption of the international supply chain has put 
additional pressure on already high trade costs in Asia and the Pacific. Trade facilitation plays a significant 
role in avoiding unnecessary costs and enhancing efficiency through streamlined and digitalized trade. 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) and regional trade digitalization 
initiatives such as the Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia 
and the Pacific (CPTA) provide guidance on measures that should be considered for implementation.

In this context, this report presents the results of the 2021 United Nations Global Survey on Digital 
and Sustainable Trade Facilitation for 11 Pacific Islands Developing Economies (PIDEs), reviewing the 
progress of trade facilitation reforms and it presents a detailed analysis based on 58 trade facilitation 
measures that are classified into four groups ("General Trade Facilitation", "Digital Trade Facilitation", 
"Sustainable Trade Facilitation" and "Other Trade Facilitation") and a further 11 sub-groups covering 
both binding and non-binding WTO TFA measures,1 and measures beyond the scope of WTO TFA. The 
report reveals that: 

• PIDEs sub-regional implementation rate of trade facilitation measures stands at 41%, significantly
lower than the Asia-Pacific regional average of 65%. PIDEs have the lowest average level of
implementation, less than half of Australia and New Zealand (96.8%) and significantly lower than
other subregions.

• The trade facilitation implementation level within the sub-region is similar with each other, which is
attributed to the similar environments, especially geographical environment shaping and limiting
their international trade activities.

• Average implementation in PIDEs increased by approximately 6 percentage points from 35% in
2019 to 41% in 2021. Most PIDEs have made a modest increase in their implementation level over
the past two years. Exceptionally, Nauru and Vanuatu have made noticeable improvements of 10
and 22 percentage points, respectively. This progress is significant under the circumstances of the
high cost of communication and logistics in the wake of COVID-19. Such progress can be seen as a
result of quick reaction with the emergency assistance from regional and international organizations
and the continued efforts from the PACER Plus Development and Economic Cooperation Work
Programme on customs.

• PIDEs have made the most progress in implementing 'Transparency'. The implementation rate rose
by approximately 8 percentage points. The increase can be partially attributed to UNCTAD’s project
on transparency that covered nine PIDEs PACER countries. On the other hand, 'Cross-border
Paperless Trade' measures remain extremely low.

• Measures under the "Sustainable Trade Facilitation" category are least implemented, particularly
those targeted at SMEs and women. Both implementation rates stand at 11% and 21%, respectively,
suggesting plenty of room for improvement.

• Data on the implementation of measures related to trade facilitation in times of crisis was collected
for the first time this year (rate for PIDEs standing at 21% only) suggesting an urgency to enhance
the emergency response capability to support a resilient post-crisis recovery and secure future
crises. The strict border closure enforcement restrains the spread of COVID-19 and places serious
pressure on PIDEs international activities in terms of trade volume and trade procedures.

1. Art. 24.2 of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement provides that “all provisions of this Agreement are binding on all Members”. However, given the 
very nature of the provisions, some provisions contain “best-endeavor” language, and some other provisions provide flexibilities for developing and 
least-developed members in their implementation. In this sense, we refer the measures as non-binding. 
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The analysis presented in this report, based on the latest data available, confirms that digital 
trade facilitation measures can result in significant benefits to the countries in the subregion. Full 
implementation of binding and non-binding WTO TFA measures could decrease trade costs by about 
14.8%. In contrast, digital trade facilitation measures enabling the seamless electronic exchange of 
trade data and documents across borders will help significantly reduce trade costs by nearly 26% for 
PIDEs in a full implementation scenario. 

Moving forward, trade facilitation implementation may be seen as a step-by-step process, based on the 
groups of measures included in the survey – i.e., enhancing the institutional arrangement; establishing 
transparency; implementing efficient trade formalities; developing paperless trade systems, followed 
by enabling trade data and documents within these systems, including national Single Windows, to be 
safely and securely used and reused by authorized stakeholders along the international supply chain 
(see figure). Especially in the case of paperless and Cross-border paperless trade, countries need to 
work together to develop and implement the legal and technical protocols needed for the seamless 
exchange of regulatory and commercial data and documents within and between countries. In this 
regard, the Framework Agreement on Facilitation of CPTA could support countries in gradually moving 
to "less-paper" and then to paperless and Cross-border paperless trade by providing a dedicated, 
inclusive and capacity-building focused intergovernmental platform.

Additionally, the International and regional initiatives, including the PACER Plus (with technical 
assistance from OCO), will narrow some of the gaps identified and enable progress in electronic data 
and transparency moving forward. Moreover, UNCTAD has also supported Pacific Island economies to 
become more active partners and benefit from regional and global trade through the ASYCUDA World 
project.

Figure. Moving up the trade facilitation ladder towards seamless international supply chains

Note: the figure shows cumulative trade facilitation implementation scores of PIDEs for the survey's 31 common trade facilitation 
measures. Full implementation of all measures =100. 
Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021.

This PIDEs report is best read in conjunction with the Global and Asia-Pacific report on the results of the 
UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021, available at https://untfsurvey.org/.

http://untfsurvey.org
https://untfsurvey.org/
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1.1 Background and 
 Objective

Introduction

1

It is well understood that reducing trade costs 
is essential in enabling economies to effectively 
participate in regional and global value chains 
and continue to use trade as a primary engine of 
growth and sustainable development. 

As shown in table 1, total non-tariff trade 
costs between the Pacific Islands (117.9% 
tariff-equivalent) are significantly higher than 
the costs of trading goods among the three 
largest European Union economies (41.4% 
tariff-equivalent), between Australia and New 
Zealand (54% tariff-equivalent) or even between 
the SAARC-4: Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and 
Sri Lanka (128.4% tariff-equivalent). Trade costs 
of the Pacific Islands with large, developed 
economies have, on average remained the highest 
of all other Asia-Pacific subregions (table 1).
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Table 1: Intra-and extra-regional comprehensive trade costs in the Asia-Pacific region

Source: ESCAP-World Bank Trade Cost Database, updated July 2021. Available at https://www.unescap.org/resources/escap-
world-bank-trade-cost-database
Notes: Trade costs may be interpreted as tariff equivalents. Percentage changes in trade costs between 2014-2019 are in 
parentheses. 
ASEAN-4: Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Thailand; East Asia-3: China, Japan and the Republic of Korea; North and 
Central Asia-4:  Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russian Federation; PIDEs-3: Fiji, Tonga, Samoa; SAARC-4: Bangladesh, 
India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka; European Union-3: Germany, France and the United Kingdom.

Recent studies suggest that many of the trade cost 
reductions achieved over the past decade have 
been through elimination or reduction of tariffs.2 
Further trade cost reduction will have to come from 
tackling non-tariff sources of trade costs, such as 
inefficient transport and logistics, infrastructure 
and services, as well as cumbersome regulatory 
procedures and documentation. In this context, 

this report provides an overview of the PIDEs 
results of the 2021 United Nations Global Survey 
on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, 
conducted between January and July 2021.

2. OECD (2019) Trade Policy and the Global Economy: Reducing 
Unnecessary Costs of Non-Tariff Measures; see also ESCAP (2019) Asia-
Pacific Trade and Investment Report 2019: Navigating Non-tariff Measures 
towards Sustainable Development.

(Unit: Per cent)

Region ASEAN-4 East Asia-3 North and 
Central 
Asia - 4

PIDEs-3 SAARC-4 AUS-NZL EU-3

ASEAN-4 76.7%
(3.9%)

79.4%
(6.8%)

319.0%
(-1.7%)

308.5%
(-3.8%)

135.2%
(5.1%)

103.3%
(5.0%)

103.8%
(-3.2%)

East Asia-3 79.4%
(6.8%)

56.9%
(9.8%)

168.2%
(-3.6%)

241.6%
(-14.0%)

125.4%
(1.0%)

89.0%
(2.1%)

85.2%
(0.3%)

North and Central Asia - 4 319.0%
(-1.7%)

168.2%
(-3.6%)

110.6%
(-8.6%)

417.1%
(13.7%)

268.7%
(-8.5%)

318.8%
(-8.5%)

148.2%
(-2.7%)

PIDEs-3 308.5%
(-3.8%)

241.6%
(-14.0%)

417.1%
(13.7%)

117.9%
(-12.6%)

409.8%
(3.2%)

117.3%
(1.3%)

397.9%
(-3.0%)

SAARC-4 135.2%
(5.1%)

125.4%
(1.0%)

268.7%
(-8.5%)

409.8%
(3.2%)

128.4%
(13.4%)

138.0%
(0.2%)

113.7%
(-0.5%)

AUS-NZL 103.3%
(5.0%)

89.0%
(2.1%)

318.8%
(-8.5%)

117.3%
(1.3%)

138.0%
(0.2%)

54.0%
(3.6%)

105.8%
(-1.1%)

EU-3 103.8%
(-3.2%)

85.2%
(0.3%)

148.2%
(-2.7%)

397.9%
(-3.0%)

113.7%
(-0.5%)

105.8%
(-1.1%)

41.4%
(-5.9%)

USA 86.6%
(2.0%)

66.2%
(5.4%)

190.5%
(7.1%)

199.8%
(-4.5%)

114.2%
(3.6%)

99.7%
(0.5%)

66.7%
(0.1%)

https://www.unescap.org/resources/escap-world-bank-trade-cost-database
https://www.unescap.org/resources/escap-world-bank-trade-cost-database
https://www.unescap.org/resources/escap-world-bank-trade-cost-database 
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1.2  Survey Instrument and 
 Methodology

The 2021 survey builds upon the original instrument 
(formerly known as the Global Survey on Trade 
Facilitation and Paperless Trade Implementation), 
which was prepared according to the measures 
included in Section I of the WTO Trade Facilitation 
Agreement and supplemented by forward looking 
measures that are sought to be implemented 
under the United Nations treaty – the CPTA.3  

The 2021 survey covers 58 trade facilitation 
measures that are commonly used by five United 
Nations Regional Commissions (UNRCs). 
The 58 common measures are classified into 
four groups and 11 sub-groups (annex 1). The 
first group "General Trade Facilitation" includes 
many of the WTO TFA measures with sub-
groups of 'Transparency', 'Formalities', and 
'Institutional Arrangement and Cooperation', 
and 'Transit Facilitation'. The second group, 
"Digital Trade Facilitation" measures, 
includes 'Paperless Trade' and 'Cross-Border 
Paperless Trade'. The third group of 
"Sustainable Trade Facilitation" measures 
includes 'Trade Facilitation for SMEs', 
'Agricultural Trade Facilitation' and 'Women 
in Trade Facilitation' sub-groups. In 2021, 
UNRCs introduced a new group of "Other Trade 
Facilitation" which comes with two sub-groups: 
'Trade Finance Facilitation'4 and 'Trade 
Facilitation in Times of Crisis'. The overall scope 
of the survey goes beyond the measures 
included in the WTO TFA. Most paperless trade 
measures, particularly cross-border paperless 
trade, are not specifically featured in the WTO 

TFA although their inclusion in many cases would 
support a better implementation of the TFA and 
in digital form. Most measures in the 
"Sustainable Trade Facilitation" group are also 
not specifically included in the WTO TFA, except 
for some of the 'Agricultural Trade Facilitation' 
measures. The "Other Trade Facilitation" group 
is added with considerations of the role that 
trade finance plays to facilitate trade flows. In 
addition, addressing the challenges posed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic to the global trade and 
supply chain, 'Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis' 
is introduced to the survey. This would support 
"build back better" sustainable and resilient 
recovery practices, which are required to avoid 
future systemic vulnerabilities. ESCAP adopted 
a three-step approach to developing the dataset 
(annex 2). Data were collected between January 
and July 2021. Based on the data collected, 
each of the trade facilitation measures included 
in the survey was rated as "fully implemented", 
"partially implemented", "on a pilot basis" or "not 
implemented". Definitions for each stage are 
provided in annex 3. A score (weight) of 3, 2, 1 and 
0 was assigned to each of the four implementation 
stages in order to calculate implementation scores 
for individual measures across countries, regions 
or groupings. Country groupings used in the 
analysis are shown in figure 1. 

3. https://www.unescap.org/kp/cpta
4. Trade finance facilitation was an optional indicator in the 2019 survey 
and three regional commissions: UN ESCAP, UN ESCWA and UN ECE used 
this optional indicator in their survey. In 2021, this indicator is developed 
in cooperation with the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) and 
surveyed across all regions. 

Figure 1. Trade facilitation implementation and country groupings in Asia and the Pacific
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Trade Facilitation
Implementation: 
Overview

2
The UN Global Survey on Digital and  
Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021 reveals that 
the average implementation of a common set 
of 31 Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 
measures by PIDEs stands at 40.6%, 
significantly lower than the Asia-Pacific regional 
average of 65.0% (figure 2).5 Moreover, PIDEs 
have the lowest average level of implementation 
in the region, less than half of Australia & New 
Zealand (96.8%) and significantly lower than 
other subregions. In general, the level of trade 
facilitation implementation of more advanced 
or larger economies is higher than that of other 
economies. In contrast, small or less developed 
economies, such as LDCs or small Pacific 
countries, lag, particularly in Paperless and 
Cross-border paperless trade.

Although trade facilitation implementation 
varies widely within each sub-regional, 
differences in trade facilitation implementation 
levels are the smallest in PIDEs. This can be 
explained by the strong emphasis on ongoing 
economic cooperation initiatives in this sub-
region6 – but arguably more likely because 
these small and generally isolated economies 
face relatively similar enforcement constraints. 
Countries with special needs in the Asia-Pacific 
region, including PIDEs, face challenges in 
implementing Paperless trade and Cross-
border paperless trade measures.

5. PIDEs sub‐region in this report covers the following economies: Fiji, 
Kiribati, Micronesia, Nauru, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. Data for Tonga for the Survey
2021 has been updated through a national consultation meeting in
June 2022 (still only for measures implemented up to July 2021, as
to be consistent with surveys for other countries). This subregional
report has taken the updated data, which result in inconsistency
of Tonga and subregional and regional averages between this
subregional report and other global, regional and subregional reports.
6. For instance,  PACER Plus.
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Figure 2. Trade facilitation implementation in Asia-Pacific sub-regions including 
   Pacific Island Developing Economies

Figure 3 shows the overall implementation levels 
of 11 PIDEs. Other than Vanuatu and Tonga, none 
of the PIDEs have achieved an implementation 

level of over 50%. Nauru, which has the lowest 
implementation level within the sub-region, shows 
an implementation level below 20%. 

Figure 3. Overall implementation of trade facilitation measures in Pacific Island Developing 
   Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
Note: Implementation rate based on a WTO TFA+ set of 31 trade facilitation and paperless trade measures from the UN Global 
trade facilitation survey. 

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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2.1 Progress in 
Implementation between 
2019 and 2021  

Average implementation in PIDEs increased by 
approximately  6  percentage  points from 35% in 
2019 to 41% in 2021. This is significant progress 
given the challenges of high communication and 
logistic costs for PIDEs. It is worth noting that 
PIDEs saw their vital economic links weakened 
in the wake of COVID-19 with the evaporation 
of tourism, severe disruptions to international 
trade, and a reduction in remittances. Many of 

the islands were quick to react with emergency 
assistance from regional and international 
organizations and achieve such progress amidst 
supply chain disruptions. Such progress can 
result from the continued efforts from the PACER 
Plus Development and Economic Cooperation 
Work Programme on customs, which is built on 
Australia and New Zealand's existing cooperation 
to strengthen and modernize customs systems in 
the Pacific. Vanuatu covers the highest progress, 
whose implementation rate increased by 22 
percentage points (from 49% in 2019 to 71% in 
2021), followed by Nauru (from 9% in 2019 to 19% 
in 2021) (figure 4).

Figure 4. Trade facilitation implementation by Pacific Island Developing Economies  
   between 2019 and 2021

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

The PIDEs made the most progress in 
implementing the 'Transparency' between 2019 
and 2021, and the implementation rate rose by 
approximately 8 percentage points (from 53% 
in 2019 to 61% in 2021). This could be partially 
attributed to UNCTAD’s project on 
transparency that covered 9 PIDEs PACER Plus 
countries.  Progress has also been observed in 
'Formalities' (from 51% in 2019 to 59% in 2021).

On the other hand, 'Cross-border Paperless 
Trade' saw a modest growth of 1 percentage 
point, which reveals significant room for 
improvement (figure 5).
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Figure 5. Average implementation of different groups of trade facilitation measures by Pacific 
   Island Developing Economies between 2019 and 2021

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

2.2 Most And Least 
Implemented Trade Facilitation 
Measures
In PIDEs, the implementation level of each sub-
group varies widely. 'Transparency' is the most 
implemented sub-group, standing at 61%, followed 
by 'Formalities' and 'Institutional Arrangement and 
Cooperation'. Implementation rates of 'Cross-

border Paperless Trade', 'Trade Facilitation 
for SMEs' and 'Trade Finance Facilitation' are 
relatively below 10% (figure 6).

In the context of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable 
development, there is still room for improvement 
for trade facilitation targeting SMEs, the agricultural 
sector and women, the implementation of which 
are 11%, 33% and 21%, respectively.

Figure 6. Implementation of different sub-groups of trade facilitation measures: Pacific Island 
   Developing Economies average

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021, untfsurvey.org.
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Table 2: Most and least implemented measures in Pacific Island Developing Economies (within  
 each sub-group of trade facilitation measures)

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Sub-groups

Most implemented (% of countries) Least implemented (% of countries)

Measure

Implemented 
fully, partially 
and on a pilot 
basis (%)/Full 

implementation 
(%)

Measure

Implemented 
fully, partially 
and on a pilot 
basis (%)/Full 

implementation 
(%)

Transparency

Advance publication/notification of new 
trade-related regulations before their imple-
mentation

81.8 / 36.4 Independent appeal mechanism 72.7 / 9.1Stakeholders' consultation on new draft 
regulations (prior to their finalization)

Publication of existing import-export regula-
tions on the internet

Formalities
Separation of Release from final determi-
nation of customs duties, taxes, fees and 
charges

100.0 / 36.4
TF measures for authorized operators 

54.5 / 0.0Establishment and publication of 
average release times

Institutional 
arrangement 

and 
cooperation

National Trade Facilitation Committee or 
similar body 90.9 / 54.5 Government agencies delegating 

border controls to Customs authorities 27.3 / 18.2

Paperless trade Automated Customs System 90.9 / 36.4 Electronic Application for Customs 
Refunds 0.0 / 0.0

Cross-border 
paperless trade

Laws and regulations for electronic trans-
actions 36.4 / 0.0

Recognized certification authority
0.0 / 0.0Electronic exchange of Customs 

Declaration

Trade facili-
tation in SME 

policy 
framework

Trade-related information measures for 
SMEs 54.5 / 0.0

SMEs in the Authorized Economic 
Operator scheme

0.0 / 0.0Other special measures for SMEs

SMEs access Single Window

Trade 
facilitation and 

agriculture 
trade

Special treatment for perishable goods 81.8 / 27.3

Electronic application and issuance of 
SPS certificates

27.3 / 9.1Testing and laboratory facilities 
available to meet SPS of main trading 
partners

Women in trade 
facilitation

Women membership in the National Trade 
Facilitation Committee or similar bodies 45.5 / 0.0 TF policy/strategy to increase 

women’s participation in trade 18.2 / 9.1

Trade finance 
facilitation Variety of trade finance services available 36.4 / 9.1

Single Window facilitates traders 
access to finance  

0.0 / 0.0Authorities engaged in block-
chain-based supply chain project 
covering trade finance

Trade 
facilitation in 
times of crisis 

Coordination between countries on emer-
gency TF measures 54.5 / 0.0 Plan in place to facilitate trade during 

future crises 0.0 / 0.0

Table 2 provides information on the most and 
least implemented trade facilitation measures 
under each sub-group included in the survey. 
Using 'Formalities' as an example, the measure 
of 'Separation of Release from final determination 
of customs duties, taxes, fees and charges' is the 
most implemented in PIDEs with all members 
engaging in their implementation. This measure 
has also been fully implemented by about 36% 

of countries in the region. On the other hand, 
measures such as 'electronic application for 
Customs refunds' has not been implemented by 
any countries in the region. 

http://untfsurvey.org
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Figure 7. Level of implementation of WTO TFA related measures (excluding transit measures) by
   Pacific Island Developing  Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable TF, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Art. 2.1: Advance publication/notification of new 
regulations before their implementation

Art. 10.2: Acceptance of paper or electronic copies of 
supporting documents required for import, export or 
transit formalities

Art. 7.4: Risk management

Art. 2.2: Stakeholders' consultation on new draft 
regulations (prior to their finalization)

Art. 7.9: Special treatment for perishable goods

Art. 4: Independent appeal mechanism

Art. 10.4: Electronic Single Window System

Art. 7.1: Pre-arrival processing

Art. 7.2: E-Payment of Customs Duties and Fees

Art. 8: National legislative framework and institutional 
arrangement are available to ensure border agencies 
to cooperate with each other

Art. 1.2: Publication of existing import-export 
regulations on the internet

Art. 7.7: TF measures for authorized operators

Art. 23: National Trade Facilitation Committee

Art. 7.8: Expedited shipments

Art. 7.3: Separation of Release from final determination 
of customs duties, taxes, fees and charges

Art. 7.5: Post-clearance audit

Art. 3: Advance ruling (on tariff classification)

Art. 7.6: Establishment and publication of average 
release times

Figure 7 shows the level of implementation of 
the WTO TFA articles. The most implemented 
measure in PIDEs is 'separation of Release from 
final determination of customs duties, taxes, fees 
and charges' (Article 7.3), which has been fully 
implemented by 36% and partially implemented by 
55% of all countries in the sub-region. 'Electronic 
single window system' (Article 10.4) is the least 
implemented measure, which has not been 

implemented in over 60% of countries. Figure 7 is 
further supplemented by Table 2, which provides 
information on the most and least implemented 
trade facilitation measures under each trade 
facilitation sub-group. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Fully implemented Partially implemented Pilot stage of implementation Not implemented Don't know
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Implementation 
of Trade 
Facilitation 
Measures: A 
Closer Look

3.1 Transparency 
'Transparency' includes five trade facilitation 
measures related to Articles 1-5 of the WTO 
TFA and GATT Article X on 
"Publication and Administration of Trade 
Regulations". Implementation of 'Transparency' is 
moderate with an average implementation level 
of 61%, the highest implemented sub-group in 
the sub-region (figure 8). 

3
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As shown in figure 9, 'publication of existing import-
export regulations on the internet', 'stakeholders' 
consultation on new draft regulations (prior to 
their finalization)' and 'advance publication/
notification of new trade-related regulations before 
their implementation' are the most implemented 
measures, which over 80% countries have at 

Figure 8. State of implementation of 'Transparency' by Pacific Island Developing  Economies 
   benchmarking Asia-Pacific

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

least partially implemented in the sub-region. On 
the other hand, 'independent appeal mechanism', 
the least implemented measure, has been 
implemented by more than 70% of the countries. 
However, implementation is mainly incomplete. Full 
implementation occurs in less than 10% of PIDEs.  

Figure 9. State of implementation of 'Transparency' in Pacific Island Developing Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Figure 10. State of implementation of 'Formalities' by Pacific Island Developing  Economies 
     benchmarking Asia-Pacific

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

3.2  Formalities 
Eight general trade facilitation measures, grouped 
into 'Formalities', are related to streamlining trade 
procedures. They reflect the requirements of 
Articles 6-10 of the WTO TFA and GATT Article 
VIII on "Fees and Formalities connected with 
Importation and Exportation". The average 
implementation of this sub-group is 59%, which 
suggests a wide gap with the Asia-Pacific average 
(76%). 'Acceptance of copies of original 
supporting documents required for import, 
export or transit formalities' is the measure with 
the highest implementation rate in this sub-group, 
standing at 82%.  This result is close to the 
regional average. The measure has been 
implemented by more than 90% of the countries, 

and full implementation is achieved by over 70% of 
PIDEs (figures 10 and 11).

The implementation of 'risk management' stands 
slightly higher than that of the SSWA. This 
could be attributed to the fact that risk 
assessment and management by Customs is 
one of the key programs offered by the PACER 
Plus. All economies have either fully or 
partially implemented the measure. However, 
implementation is mainly on a partial basis, and 
full implementation takes place in less than 20% 
of the economies. On the other hand, 
'establishment and publication of average 
release times' and 'TF measures for authorized 
operators' are the least implemented measures. 
Implementation is not yet in place in nearly half of 
the countries in the subregion.

Figure 11. State of implementation of 'Formalities' in Pacific Island Developing  Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021, untfsurvey.org.
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3.3  Institutional Arrangement 
and Cooperation

Three trade facilitation measures featured in the 
survey are grouped as 'Institutional Arrangement 
and Cooperation'. They are related to the 
long-standing recommendation that a national 
trade facilitation body and other measures 
be implemented to ensure coordination and 
cooperation among the various government 
agencies and other stakeholders involved in 
facilitating trade7.  All three measures are also 
specified in various Articles of the WTO TFA. 

Implementation of 'Institutional Arrangement and 
Cooperation' is low, with an average implementation 
level of 51%, far behind the regional average. The 
implementation rate of each measure in this sub-

group varies widely. The implementation rate for 
the 'national trade facilitation committee of similar 
body' by PIDEs reached 79%, higher than SSWA 
(figure 12). NTFCs have been either formally 
established or presented as a de facto committee 
by over 90% of the PIDEs, making it the most 
implemented measure in this sub-group.  Over 
60% of PIDEs declared that they have partially 
implemented 'national legislative framework and/
or institutional arrangements for board agencies 
cooperation'. On the other hand, 'government 
agencies delegating control to customs authorities' 
is the least implemented measure in the sub-
group. Less than 20% of the PIDEs have fully 
implemented the measure, and more than 70% 
have not yet begun any implementation (figure 
13).

Figure 12. State of implementation of 'Institutional Arrangement and Cooperation' by Pacific 
     Island Developing  Economies benchmarking Asia-Pacific

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Figure 13. State of implementation of 'Institutional Arrangement and Cooperation' measures 
     for trade facilitation in Pacific Island Developing Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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7. See, for example, UN/CEFACT Recommendation No. 4 on 
establishment of national trade facilitation bodies, first issued in 1974.
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3.4  Paperless Trade
Nine of the "Digital Trade Facilitation" measures 
included in the survey are grouped into 'Paperless 
Trade'. All these measures involve using and 
applying modern information and communications 
technologies (ICT) to trade formalities, starting 
from the availability of internet connections at 
border crossings and customs automation to full-
fledged electronic single window facilities. Many 
of the measures featured here are closely related 
to those specified in the WTO TFA. However, the 
new WTO agreement typically only encourages 
economies to work towards implementation of such 
measures rather than making them a requirement.8 

The implementation rate of 'Paperless Trade' 
measures in PIDEs differs notably, ranging from 0% 
to over 70%. The implementation rate of measure 
'automated customs systems' stands at 70% (figure 
14). The measure has also been fully or partially 

implemented by over 90% of the PIDEs, making it 
the most implemented measure in this sub-group. 
This could be attributed to the capacity building 
programs of PACER Plus and the UNCTAD 
Automated System for Customs Data (ASYCUDA), 
to name a few, to assist in implementing and 
upgrading automated customs systems. 'Internet 
connection available to customs and other trade 
control agencies' and 'electronic submission of 
customs declarations' have both been at least 
partially implemented by over 70% of the PIDEs. On 
the other hand, four measures, namely 'electronic 
application and issuance of preferential certificate 
of origin', 'electronic application and issuance of 
import and export permit', 'electronic submission of 
Air Cargo Manifests', and 'electronic Single Window 
System', are not implemented by more than half 
of PIDEs. Even worse, the implementation of 
'electronic application for Customs Refunds' is not 
in place in any PIDEs (figure 15). 

Figure 14. State of implementation of 'Paperless Trade' by Pacific Island Developing Economies 
     benchmarking Asia-Pacific

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Figure 15. State of implementation of 'Paperless Trade' in Pacific Island Developing  Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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8. An example of this is the WTO TFA Article 10.3 on Single Window, which reads as follows: “Members shall endeavor 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... Members shall, to the extent possible and practicable, use information technology to support the single 
window.” See also the explanation in footnote 1. 
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3.5 Cross-border Paperless 
 Trade
'Cross-border paperless trade' includes 6 trade 
facilitation measures. Two measures, 'laws 
and regulations for electronic transactions' and 
'recognized certification authority', are basic 
building blocks towards enabling the exchange 
and legal recognition of trade-related data and 
documents among stakeholders within a country 
and ultimately between stakeholders along the 
entire international supply chain. The other four 
measures relate to the implementation of systems 
enabling the exchange of trade-related data and 
documents across borders to remove the 
need for sending paper documents.

The average implementation level of 'Cross-
border Paperless Trade' is low, standing 
at 8% (figure 16). Figure 17 reveals that over 
60% of PIDEs have not implemented any of 
the 'Cross-border Paperless Trade' measures, 
not even at pilot stage of implementation. 
'Laws and regulations for electronic transactions' 
is the most implemented measure, which is 
only implemented by 36% of PIDEs on a partial 
and pilot basis. Two measures on the exchange 
of specific trade documents, namely 'electronic 
exchange of certificate of origin' and 'electronic 
exchange of Sanitary & Phyto-Sanitary 
Certificate', are only implemented by 18% of the 
economies on a partial basis. On the other hand, 
'electronic exchange of customs declaration' and 
'recognized certification of authority measures' 
have not been implemented by any PIDEs. 

Figure 16. State of implementation of 'Cross-border Paperless Trade' by Pacific Island 
     Developing  Economies benchmarking Asia-Pacific 

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation,untfsurvey.org, 2021

Figure 17. State of implementation of 'Cross-border Paperless Trade' in Pacific Island 
     Developing Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.6  Trade Facilitation for 
SMEs

The implementation level of 'Trade Facilitation 
for SMEs' stands at 11%. Implementation of all 
measures in this sub-group lag far behind the Asia-
Pacific average, which exposes plenty of room for 
improvements (figure 18).

Figure 19 reveals that the overall implementation of 
this sub-group in PIDEs is low. Over 40% of PIDEs 

Figure 18. State of implementation of 'Trade Facilitation for SMEs' by Pacific Island Developing 
      Economies benchmarking Asia-Pacific 

have not implemented any of the 'Trade Facilitation 
for SMEs' measures, not even on a pilot stage of 
implementation. The most implemented measure, 
'trade-related information measures for SMEs', is 
implemented in 55% of the economies. However, 
implementation is only on a partial and pilot basis. 
On the other hand, based on the collected data, 
'SMEs access Single Window', 'ease of compliance 
for SMEs regarding trade procedures', and 'SMEs 
in Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) scheme' 
have not been implemented by any PIDEs.

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Figure 19. State of implementation of 'Trade Facilitation for SMEs' in Pacific Island Developing  
      Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.7 Agriculture Trade  
 Facilitation
The implementation level of 'Agricultural Trade 
Facilitation' in PIDEs is significantly low. 'Special 
treatment for perishable goods' is the measure 
with the highest implementation rate standing 
at 61%, followed by 'national standards and 
accreditation bodies to facilitate compliance with 

SPS' standing at 33% (figure 20). In addition, 
'testing and laboratory facilities available to meet 
SPS of main trading partners' and 'electronic 
application and issuance of SPS certificates' are 
the two least implemented measures. Less than 
30% PIDEs have fully or partially implemented 
both with over another 50% declaring that they 
have not implemented them, respectively (figure 
21).

Figure 20. State of implementation of 'Agricultural Trade Facilitation' by Pacific Island 
     Developing Economies benchmarking Asia-Pacific

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Figure 21. State of implementation of 'Agricultural Trade Facilitation' in Pacific Island        
Developing Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.8  Women in Trade 
 Facilitation

Figure 22. State of implementation of 'Women in Trade Facilitation' by Pacific Island Developing  
      Economies benchmarking Asia-Pacific

Implementation of 'Women in Trade Facilitation' in 
PIDEs is very low, with an average implementation 
level of only 21%, suggesting plenty of room for 
improvement9 (figure 22). This could be explained 
by the fact that despite gender equality being 
mainstreamed in many policy initiatives, specific 
gender concerns for female traders remain 
limited and do not extend to trade facilitation. 
Gender equality and the empowerment of women 
are also important elements of the Sustainable 
Development Agenda. However, there are still 
few opportunities for women to participate in 
trade and trade facilitation. With the development 
of gender equality, it’s time for more countries to 
consider feasible measures to enhance gender 

balance in national trade facilitation committees 
and incorporate strategies to increase women's 
participation in trade.

The most implemented measure is 'women 
membership in the National Trade Facilitation 
Committee or similar bodies', partially implemented 
by 46% PIDEs. 'TF policy/strategy to increase 
women’s participation in trade' is fully implemented 
but by less than 10% of the economies. 'TF 
measures to benefit women involved in trade' 
is not implemented in over 60% of economies.  
(figure 23).

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

Figure 23. State of implementation of 'Women in Trade Facilitation' in Pacific Island Developing 
      Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.9 Trade Finance Facilitation 
'Trade Finance Facilitation' is one of the least 
implemented sub-group in PIDEs, where 
economies are import-led, revealing the urge 
for PIDEs to pay more attention and efforts to it. 
Finding ways to boost exports to restore trade 
imbalances is one of the key issues for PIDEs. 
In this regard, a trade finance loan is crucial for 
PIDEs to reverse trade imbalance through exports.

Figure 24 shows that 'variety of trade finance 
services available' is the most implemented 
measure, being implemented by approximately 
36% of economies. In contrast, 'single window 

facilitates traders access to finance' and 'authorities 
engaged in blockchain-based supply chain project 
covering trade finance' are not implemented by 
any PIDEs, even on a pilot basis. This could be 
attributed to the lack of adequate IT equipment, 
qualified personnel and knowledge regarding the 
sub-group.

It is worth noting that data on this sub-group was 
challenging to collect as part of the survey. More 
than half of the respondents from PIDEs did not 
have information for any of the three measures. 
Therefore, results for this indicator shall be read 
with extra caution.

Figure 24. State of implementation of 'Trade Finance Facilitation' indicator in Pacific Island 
     Developing Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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3.10 Trade Facilitation in 
Times of Crisis

'Trade Facilitation Measures in Times of Crisis' has 
been incorporated in the 2021 survey for the first 
time in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The outbreak of COVID-19 has impeded global 
trade unprecedentedly, and the ongoing impact 
has created considerable uncertainties to the 
global supply chain. Although many PIDEs have 
successfully restrained the spread of COVID-19 
by strict border closure enforcement, as well as 
subregional efforts (see box 1), this and major 
trading partner countries (Australia and New 
Zealand) enforcement have put a severe strain 
on PIDEs' international activities both in terms of 
trade volume as well as the trade procedures.

Figure 25 reveals that for countries in which data is 
available, measures on this sub-group have been in 
place on a partial or pilot basis in most countries. It 
is worth noting that there is a lack of information on 
this sub-group, resulting in considerable difficulty 
in data collection. 'Coordination between countries 
on emergency TF measures' is the measure with 
the highest implementation rate, which reveals the 
great efforts made by PIDEs to avoid escalation of 
trade tensions to keep trade flows. The available 
data also suggests that no country in the region 
has a 'plan in place to facilitate trade during future 
crises'. PIDEs must enhance their emergency 
response capability to support a resilient post-
crisis recovery and secure future crises.
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Figure 25. State of implementation of 'Trade Facilitation in times of Crisis' in Pacific Island 
     Developing Economies

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Box 1. The Paci ic Humanitarian Pathway

The Pacific Humanitarian Pathway (PHP) was established by the Pacific Islands Forum in response 
to the COVID-19 crisis to ensure required medical and humanitarian personnel and equipment 
efficiently reach Forum-Member countries. 

The PHP is a prime example of the use of Pacific regional action to facilitate trade.  Under the PHP, 
protocols were developed by a regional task force in five key areas affected by border restrictions:  
Deployment of Technical Personnel to and between Forum nations; Immigration; Repatriation of 
Forum Nationals; Customs and Biosecurity; and Clearances for Aircraft and Ships Transporting 
Medical and Humanitarian Assistance, Technical Personnel, and Repatriating Nationals.10  These 
regional protocols are intended to guide national authorities in coordinating and easing access to and 
movement across borders of medical supplies and health workers.  

The PHP was made possible through close cooperation amongst the PIF Members, relevant regional 
organizations including the Oceania Customs Organization (OCO) and the Pacific Community (SPC), 
and international partners such as the World Health Organization and the World Food Program 
(WFP).  The PHP is coordinated by PIFS and is led by the Forum Ministerial Action Group for 
COVID-19.  The Forum Foreign Ministers provide oversight on its operations and report to PIF 
Leaders.

In August 2020, the first WFP humanitarian flight to distribute supplies took place.  Nine countries were 
assisted with deliveries.11 

10. Protocols can be found here: https://www.forumsec.org/2020/08/04/20774/
11. Fiji, French Polynesia, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, Kiribati, Micronesia, Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands.
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Assessing the 
Impact of Trade 
Facilitation in 
Pacific Island 
Developing 
Economies

To assess the potential impact of the 
implementation of trade facilitation measures 
in PIDEs, we estimate a trade cost model as a 
function of trade facilitation implementation rates 
based on the UN survey data presented above.12 
This is in addition to other traditional trade cost 
factors such as natural geographic factors 
(distance, "landlockedness", and contiguity), 
cultural and historical distance (e.g., common 
official language, former colonial relationships), 
the presence of regional trade agreements and 
maritime connectivity. The model is based on 
ADB/ESCAP (2021) by capturing the changes 
in trade costs resulting from each countries' 
implementation of trade facilitation measures. 
The overall trade cost reductions that can be 
expected in PIDEs from the implementation 
of three sets of trade facilitation measures are 
shown in Table 3. The first set of trade facilitation 
measures is limited to the implementation of 
WTO TFA binding measures only. The 
second set of measures includes all binding 
and non-binding WTO TFA measures 
included in the UN Survey. The final and 
most ambitious set is a WTO TFA+ set of 
measures, including digital implementation of 
TFA measures and Cross-border paperless 
trade. Average trade cost reductions for 
each set of measures are calculated based 
on the circumstances of partial and full 
implementation, respectively.

4

12. Due to data availability, trade cost estimation is modelled on Fiji, 
Samoa and Palau. 
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Effect of implementation of WTO TFA binding + non-binding + other paperless trade measures (full  implementation)

Table 3: Changes in trade costs in Pacific Island Developing Economies resulting from the 
 implementation of trade facilitation and paperless trade

Two main findings emerge from this impact analysis. 
First, complying with WTO TFA by implementing 
binding measures can only slightly reduce trade 
costs. Full implementation of binding TFA measures 
results in a decrease of trade cost of about 8.8%. 
In comparison, full implementation of all measures 
(both binding and non-binding measures) results 
in a 14.8% reduction. Second, the paperless 
implementation of the TFA measures, together 
with enabling the seamless electronic exchange of 
trade data and documents across borders, will help 
significantly reduce trade cost, averaging nearly 
26% for PIDEs as a whole. Results of model 2 also 
suggest that most of the trade cost reductions are 
associated with paperless trade measures rather 

than conventional trade facilitation measures. 

All PIDEs will reap significant benefits from 
accelerating the implementation of trade 
facilitation measures. As shown in figure 26, the 
full implementation of the three different sets 
of trade facilitation measures in all economies 
results in trade cost reductions for all economies. 
As expected, the trade cost reductions are much 
larger when Cross-border paperless trade is 
achieved. However, achieving such trade cost 
reductions will require closer cooperation between 
economies on developing interoperable paperless 
trade systems, as envisaged in the CPTA (see box 
2).

Figure 26. Impact of trade cost reduction of Pacific Island Developing Economies by 
implementing trade facilitation measures

Source: The list of binding and non-binding WTO TFA measures is available in the Appendix of ADB/ESCAP (2021)

Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021
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Overall trade facilitation -4.33% -8.78% -7.78% -14.76% -18.15% -26.00%

Model 2

General trade facilitation 
measures -1.28% -2.61% -1.78% -3.74% -2.18% -4.17%

Digital trade facilitation 
measures -5.59% -8.51% -22.19% -27.54%

http://untfsurvey.org
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Box 2. Continued efforts to accelerate trade digitalization via a United Nations 
 Treaty

The Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific 
(CPTA), a United Nations treaty, aims to promote cross-border paperless trade by enabling the 
exchange and mutual recognition of trade-related data and documents in electronic form and 
facilitating interoperability among national and subregional Single Windows and/or other paperless 
trade systems. It is designed as an inclusive and enabling platform that will benefit all participating 
economies, regardless of where they stand in terms of trade facilitation or single window/
paperless trade implementation.

The treaty was adopted by the ESCAP members in 2016. On 20 February 2021, it entered into 
force, which indicates ESCAP members’ continued efforts on acceleration of trade digitalization in 
the region. As stated in Article 19 of the Agreement, it entered into force 90 days after the date on 
which the Governments of at least five ESCAP member States have deposited their instruments of 
ratification or accession. Azerbaijan acceded in March 2018 and the Philippines acceded 
in December 2019. The Islamic Republic of Iran ratified in May 2020, Bangladesh ratified in 
October 2020 and China, as the fifth country, ratified in November 2020. In addition, Armenia and 
Cambodia signed in 2017. Furthermore, several other ESCAP member States are in the process 
of completing their domestic processes for accession.

Achieving Cross-border paperless trade across the region is a long and difficult endeavour; 
it cannot be achieved without close collaboration between countries, and requires high-level 
commitment and vision of countries to harnessing the benefits from trade digitalization. The CPTA 
is expected to support the process by providing a dedicated institutional framework for countries 
with proven political will to develop legal and technical solutions for cross-border paperless trade, 
including through pilot projects, capacity-building and technical assistance, based on existing 
international standards. Some of the benefits for ESCAP member States who become parties to 
the CPTA include:

(a) Accelerated progress towards a digital and paperless trade environment at the national level, 
with the opportunity to integrate emerging Cross-border paperless trade considerations and best 
practices early in the development of national Single Windows and other paperless trade systems;

(b) A reduction in overall investment costs and maximization of returns from investments in 
paperless trade systems, through concurrent development of national paperless trade systems 
and environment for cross-border trade data exchange;

(c) Increased opportunities for capacity-building through training, workshops and knowledge-
sharing platforms as well as easier access to information, knowledge and resources to achieve full 
digital implementation of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement;

(d) Direct participation in the development of pragmatic solutions for the cross-border exchange of 
trade documents. For more advanced countries with relevant experience and existing practices, 
this will enable them to ensure that new regional systems and solutions will be harmonized and 
interoperable with what they have already achieved on a bilateral and/or subregional basis;

(e) Compliance with commitments the Party may have made through in its bilateral and plurilateral 
trade agreements, such as regional trade agreements (RTAs) to collaborate on exchanging 
electronic of data and documents (typically featured in “Paperless Trading” Articles in RTAs, or 
related provisions or agreements).

More details on the CPTA, including a draft implementation roadmap, are available at 
https://www.unescap.org/kp/cpta

https://www.unescap.org/kp/cpta
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Conclusion and 
Way Forward
This report shows digital and sustainable trade 
facilitation implementation data collected from 
all PIDEs and other economies across the Asia-
Pacific region. The survey covered not only the 
implementation of general trade facilitation 
measures, including most of those featured 
in the WTO TFA,13 but also more advanced 
ICT based trade facilitation measures, as 
well as measures targeted at the agricultural 
sector, SMEs, women traders, trade finance 
and in the context of emergencies. Figure 27 
confirms the strong relationship between Asia-
Pacific countries international trade costs and 
their levels of trade facilitation implementation. 

Based on an ambitious package of 31 common 
trade facilitation measures included in the 
survey,14 the average trade facilitation 
implementation in PIDEs is found to be 41%, an 
increase of 6 percentage points compared to the 
last survey results, but also suggesting significant 
room for improvement. The assessment reveals 
that most countries in the region have made 
great efforts to implement measures to improve 
transparency, strengthen the coordination and 
cooperation among agencies, and streamline 
fees and formalities associated with trade 
transactions, but still many struggles with 
implementing even basic facilities for trade 
facilitation. Electronic transactions for Customs 
procedures towards paperless trade and 
recognition of electronic certificates in Cross-
border paperless trade transactions are areas 
that call for further attention and improvement.

5

13. It is worth noting that some of the PIDEs are not WTO members
and there is less incentive for them to implement WTO TFA. However, 
the implementation of relevant measures, regardless of being WTO
member or not, will expedite customs procedures and boost trade in 
the region.
14. 31 measures are commonly used across all four Global Surveys.
They cover the scope of general and digital trade facilitation group.
For more information on the methodology of the survey, see https://
www.untfsurvey.org/files/documents/2021-Survey-Methodology.pdf

https://www.untfsurvey.org/files/documents/2021-Survey-Methodology.pdf
https://www.untfsurvey.org/files/documents/2021-Survey-Methodology.pdf
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 15. These four countries are WTO members, therefore, having stronger 
incentives to implement relevant measures than non-members.
16. The ASYCUDA World Newsletter (May 2021) available at: https://pa-
cific.asycuda.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/CICS-newsletter.pdf
17. For more information, see https://unece.org/trade/publications/rec-
ommendation-ndeg-38-trade-information-portals-ecetrade465

Sources: ESCAP-World Bank Trade Cost Database (July 2021 update) and United Nations Global Survey on Digital and 
Sustainable Trade Facilitation 2021, untfsurvey.org

Implementation of most trade facilitation systems 
remains at the pilot stage with very low levels of 
implementation, although some countries such as 
Vanuatu, Fiji, Tonga and Samoa15  lead the rest in 
terms of overall initiatives. Some of the 
challenges mentioned by PIDEs, such as lack of 
coordination among government agencies 
and common political will, absence of a clearly 
designated lead agency, and shortage of 
human and financial resources, have possibly 
contributed to the slow implementation of some 
of these advanced trade facilitation measures. 
However, the OCO and UNCTAD have 
provided technical assistance and capacity 
building to the small island states under the 
Pacer Plus readiness package that will narrow 
some of the gaps identified and enable progress 
in electronic data and transparency moving 
forward. Support for the implementation of 
TFA trade facilitation measures is provided 
by the World Bank Group, which is leading a 
program of technical assistance across several 
PICs (Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tonga, 
Vanuatu).  The World Bank Group's focus is 
improvement of transparency and predictability of 
information; simplification and harmonization of 
trade processes and enhancing border 
coordination and collaboration; and risk 
management and enhancing automation for 
border management agencies.  This will be 
done through implementation advice and 
capacity building activities, focusing on structuring, 
design and sequencing of priority reforms to 
reduce the time and cost to trade, notably 
for key agribusiness export commodities.

Furthermore, with Australia and New 
Zealand funding, UNCTAD has supported 
Pacific Island economies to become more 
active partners and benefit from regional 
and global trade through the ASYCUDA World

Figure 27. Trade facilitation implementation and trade costs of Asia-Pacific economies

project and the Transparency in Trade 
Regulation and Facilitation project. The 
ASYCUDA World project supports 6 Pacific Island 
economies to access and leverage technology to 
help mitigate and recover from the impact of 
COVID-19. This will enable relevant stakeholders 
to electronically submit documents and exchange 
data as well as computerise procedures to avoid 
face-to-face interaction and expedite clearance.16.  
In addition, UNCTAD’s Transparency in Trade 
Regulation and Facilitation project has assisted 9 
PIDEs in implementing transparency measures to 
increase their regulatory transparency in trade and 
investment-related capacity to reach the standards 
set out in the PACER Plus. The project, in line with 
the UN/CEFACT Recommendation No.38: "Trade 
Information Portals (TIPs) ensure access to all the 
regulatory requirements before the actual sale of 
merchandise and encourage cross-administration 
cooperation which can carry over to border control 
requirements or other trade facilitation 
mechanisms such as a Single Window."17 aims at 
strengthening regional integration and 
competitiveness to create economic opportunities 
particularly for SMEs. As to the date of writing, it 
has enabled, that 9 Pacific countries (Cook 
Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu) have 
developed and launched TIPs with UNCTAD’s 
assistance. Also, the Pacific Island Forum 
countries are pursuing collective action targeting 
trade facilitation aspects (see box 3).
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Box 3. Regional Action to Support Trade Facilitation Reform in Pacific Island 
 Countries

The primary benefit of regional action is to reduce the time and cost an individual country would otherwise 
incur in national implementation; it may even obviate the need for a national implementation altogether 
(e.g., a regional or sub-regional enquiry point).  Regionalism is the policy of the PIF countries for that 
reason and more – 

"From its foundation, the Pacific Islands Forum has recognized the advantages of shared purpose and 
of close cooperation and coordination. Our nations commit to working together to address our common 
challenges, harness shared strengths, and ensure that our individual and collective advancement brings 
practical benefits to all Pacific people. Deeper regionalism will help increase market opportunities, 
improve service delivery, and ensure good governance for Pacific people."19

Using regional actions, the Pacific Regional Trade Facilitation Strategy targets the trade facilitation 
provisions of the TFA, Pacer Plus, and other Pacific agreements which Pacific countries have identified 
as priorities and for which there is a need for implementation support.  Moreover, the strategy gives 
weight to those trade facilitation measures that will further the Pacific Islands Forum’s Aid-for-Trade 
initiatives on e-commerce and quality infrastructure.  

Upon its completion and formal endorsement by Forum Trade Officials and Ministers, envisaged before 
the end of 2022, implementation of the strategy, coordinated by the PIF Secretariat with support of 
Forum donors and partners, will commence.  

18. WTO TFA Article 24.5 (“Members of a customs union or a regional economic arrangement may adopt regional approaches to assist 
in the implementation of their obligations under this Agreement including through the establishment and use of regional bodies.”) 
19. The Framework for Pacific Regionalism (2014)

To respond to the resource and capacity challenges involved in trade facilitation reform, the 18 Pacific 
Island Forum (PIF) countries have decided upon a course of collective action.  With support of the PIF 
Secretariat and the World Bank Group, the PIF countries are developing a multi-year strategy of regional 
actions that will target trade facilitation aspects of existing Pacific trade agreements.  

Use of regional action – an option that is expressly provided under the TFA 18 — means that an activity that 
an individual country would otherwise undertake on its own, relying on its own resources, is undertaken 
instead by members of the group using collective resources.

Regional action may take various forms.  These range from activities that that require a high degree of 
integration among participating countries, such as regional laws binding on all countries or establishment 
of regional administration or regional institutions that perform functions that would otherwise be required 
to be undertaken by national authorities, to looser modes of regional coordination and cooperation 
such as voluntary regional arrangements and regional consultative mechanisms (figure 28). 

Figure 28. Framework for Pacific Regionalism - Forms of Regionalism
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Figure 28 shows the implementation of trade 
facilitation as a step-by-step process, based 
on the five core groups of measures included 
in this survey. It also shows the cumulative 
implementation level of trade facilitation measures 
in each PIDEs country included in the survey. The 
graph reveals the similarities in implementation 
patterns across countries, indicating that most 
countries have emphasized the implementation 

of similar measures. Paperless and Cross-
border paperless trade facilitation are the least 
implemented of all groups of measures. Countries 
have significant room to make progress in all 
areas of trade facilitation, starting with institutional 
arrangements and strengthening inter-agency 
cooperation.

Figure 29. Moving up the trade facilitation ladder towards seamless international supply chains

In terms of 'Sustainable Trade Facilitation', 
the implementation of "inclusive" measures to 
promote SMEs and the participation of women in 
trade remains low. SMEs are key participants in 
the global economy and play important roles in 
digitalized trade, but trade facilitation measures 
tailored to SMEs are insufficient. Recommendation 
33 of UN/CEFACT recognizes the significance of 
the single window for general trade and SMEs 
specifically.20  Facilitation for AEOs is also one of 
the two TFA measures that specifically mentions 
SMEs.21 Therefore, building the capacity of 
SMEs and taking them into account in trade 
facilitation policies is of critical importance in 
achieving sustainable trade facilitation. Similarly, 
the importance of gender mainstreaming in trade 
facilitation is not recognized. Guiding women 
in understanding trade procedures, developing 
guidelines for standards bodies to ensure a more 
balanced representation of the interests of women 
and men, and promoting the participation and 
decision-making of women in trade facilitation and 
standards related activities, could have a crucial 
impact on increasing exports and enabling women 
to access higher income opportunities.

Regarding "Other Trade Facilitation", two sub-
groups have been considered in the last two Global 
Surveys, namely 'Trade Finance Facilitation' and 
'Trade Facilitation in Times of Crisis'. The role of 
trade finance in international trade is important, 
and the availability and adequate provision of 
finance is essential for a healthy trading system. 
This is particularly true for developing economies, 
including PIDEs and SMEs seeking to benefit 
from trade opportunities. Financing and payment 
are essential parts of the entire international 
trade transaction process. The trade policy 
and facilitation specialists seem to have limited 
awareness of trade finance processes. Trade 
finance today is still a very paper-based business  
across the sub-region. 

 20. See UN/CEFACT ‘Recommendation and Guidelines on establishing a 
Single Window to enhance the efficient exchange of information between 
trade and government’
21. Article 7.2 (b) provides that to the extent possible, specific criteria 
to qualify as an authorized operator shall not restrict the participation 
of small and medium-sized enterprises. The other TFA measure that 
mentions SMEs concerns advance rulings.

Note: The figure shows cumulative trade facilitation implementation scores of PIDEs for the survey's 31 common trade facilitation 
measures. Full implementation of all measures =100. 
Source: UN Global Survey on Digital and Sustainable Trade Facilitation, untfsurvey.org, 2021

http://untfsurvey.org
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Therefore, trade facilitation policymakers and 
enforcers need to work together with stakeholders 
in the financial sectors to study how to promote 
trade finance and incorporate it into trade 
facilitation implementation strategies, including 
single window development plans.

The outbreak of COVID-19 impeded the trade 
between countries heavily and exposed the 
weaknesses in international trade supply chains. 

The results of 'Trade Facilitation in Times of 
Crisis', a new indicator incorporated in the Survey, 
show that the implementation level of PIDEs is the 
lowest within the Asia-Pacific sub-regions. Since 
the pandemic is not over and will continue to affect 
the world economy, there is an urgent need for 
PIDEs to learn from the experience of other sub-
regions, boost cooperation to minimize the impact 
of the pandemic and improve the emergency 
response capacity to meet future challenges.

DIGITAL AND SUSTAINABLE TRADE FACILITATION IN PIDEs
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Annex 1. Grouping of trade facilitation measures and correspondence with TFA articles

ANNEXES

Groups Sub-groups Measures Relevant TFA 
Articles

General TF 

Transparency
(5 measures)

Publication of existing import-export regulations on 
the Internet

1.2

Stakeholders’ consultation on new draft 
regulations (prior to their finalization)

2.2

Advance publication/notification of new 
trade-related regulations before their 
implementation (e.g., 30 days prior)

2.1

Advance ruling on tariff classification and origin of 
imported goods

3

Independent appeal mechanism (for traders to 
appeal customs rulings and the rulings of other 
relevant trade control agencies)

4

Formalities
(8 measures)

Risk management (as a basis for deciding whether 
a shipment will be physically inspected or not)

7.4

Pre-arrival processing 7.1
Post-clearance audits 7.5
Separation of release from final determination of 
customs duties, taxes, fees and charges

7.3

Establishment and publication of average 
release times

7.6

Trade facilitation measures for authorized 
operators

7.7

Expedited shipments 7.8
Acceptance of copies of original supporting 
documents required for import, export, or transit 
formalities

10.2.1

Institutional 
arrangement and 

cooperation
(5 measures)

Establishment of a National Trade Facilitation 
Committee or similar body

23

National legislative framework and/or 
institutional arrangements for border agencies 
cooperation

8

Government agencies delegating border controls to 
Customs authorities
Alignment of working days and hours with 
neighbouring countries at border crossings

8.2(a)

Alignment of formalities and procedures with 
neighbouring countries at border crossings

8.2(b)

Transit facilitation
(4 measures)

Transit facilitation agreement(s) with neighboring 
country(ies)
Customs authorities limit the physical inspections of 
transit goods and use risk assessment

10.5

Supporting pre-arrival processing for transit 
facilitation

11.0

Cooperation between agencies of countries 
involved in transit

11.16
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Groups Sub-groups Measures Relevant TFA 
Articles

Digital TF

Paperless trade 
(10 measures)

Automated Customs System (e.g. ASYCUDA)
Internet connection available to Customs and other 
trade control agencies at border-crossings
Electronic Single Window System 10.4

Electronic submission of Customs declarations
Electronic application and issuance of import and 
export permit
Electronic Submission of Sea Cargo Manifests

Electronic Submission of Air Cargo Manifests
Electronic application and issuance of Preferential 
Certificate of Origin
E-Payment of Customs Duties and Fees 7.2

Electronic Application for Customs Refunds

Cross-border 
paperless trade

(6 measures)

Laws and regulations for electronic transactions are 
in place (e.g., e-commerce law, e-transaction law)
Recognized certification authority issuing digital 
certificates to traders to conduct electronic transac-
tions
Electronic exchange of Customs Declaration
Electronic exchange of Certificate of Origin
Electronic exchange of Sanitary & Phyto-Sanitary 
Certificate
Paperless collection of payment from a 
documentary letter of credit

Sustainable 
TF

Trade facilitation for 
SMEs

(5 measures)

Trade-related information measures for SMEs
SMEs in AEO scheme (i.e. Government has 
developed specific measures that enable SMEs to 
more easily benefit from the AEO scheme)
SMEs access Single Window (i.e. Government has 
taken actions to make single windows more easily 
accessible to SMEs (e.g., by providing technical 
consultation and training services to SMEs on 
registering and using the facility.))
SMEs in National Trade Facilitation Committee (i.e. 
Government has taken actions to ensure that SMEs 
are well-represented and made key members of 
National Trade Facilitation Committees (NTFCs))
Other special measures for SMEs
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Annex 2: A three-step approach for data collection and validation

Data 
submission 
by experts: 

The ESCAP Secretariat sent the survey instrument to trade facilitation experts (in Governments, 
the private sector and academia) in Asia-Pacific countries to gather preliminary information. 
The questionnaire was also made publicly available online and disseminated with the support 
of the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) and the United Nations Network of Experts 
for Paperless Trade and Transport for Asia and the Pacific (UNNExT). In some cases, the 
questionnaire was also sent to relevant national trade facilitation authorities or agencies as 
well as regional trade facilitation partners or organizations, such as the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Central Asia Regional 
Economic Cooperation (CAREC) Institute, the Oceania Customs Organization (OCO) and the 
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). This first step took place 
essentially between January and May 2021.

Data 
verification 
by the UNRCs 
Secretariat:

The ESCAP Secretariat cross-checked the data collected in Step 1. Desk research and data 
sharing among UNRCs and survey partners were carried out to check the accuracy of data 
further. Face-to-face or telephone interviews with key informants were arranged to gather 
additional information when needed. Step 2 took place between January and May 2021. The 
outcome of Step 2 was a consistent set of responses per country.

Data 
validation 
by national 
governments:

Step 3 took place between May and June 2021. The ESCAP Secretariat sent the completed 
questionnaire to each national Government to ensure that the country had the opportunity 
to review the dataset and provide any additional information. The feedback from national 
Governments was incorporated to finalize the dataset. In the case of ASEAN members, the 
preliminary data were also made available for review by the ASEAN Trade Facilitation Joint 
Consultative Committee (ATF-JCC).

Groups Sub-groups Measures Relevant TFA 
Articles

Sustainable 
TF

Agricultural trade 
facilitation 

(4 measures)

Testing and laboratory facilities available to meet 
SPS of main trading partners
National standards and accreditation bodies are 
established to facilitate compliance with SPS
Electronic application and issuance of SPS 
certificates
Special treatment for perishable goods at 
border-crossings

7.9

Women in trade 
facilitation

(3 measures)

Trade facilitation policy/strategy to increase 
women’s participation in trade
Trade facilitation measures to benefit women 
involved in trade
Women membership in the National Trade 
Facilitation Committee or similar bodies

Trade finance 
facilitation 

(3 measures)

Single window facilitates traders access to finance

Authorities engaged in blockchain-based supply 
chain project covering trade finance
Variety of trade finance services available
Agency in place to manage TF in times of crises 
and emergencies

Trade 
facilitation in times of 

crisis 
(5 measures)

Agency in place to manage TF in times of crises 
and emergencies
Online publication of emergency TF measures
Coordination between countries on emergency TF 
measures
Additional trade facilitation measures to facilitate 
trade in times of emergencies
Plan in place to facilitate trade during future crises
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Stage of implementation Coding/Scoring
Full Implementation: the trade facilitation measure implemented is in full compliance with 
commonly-accepted international standards, recommendations and conventions such as the 
Revised Kyoto Convention, UN/CEFACT Recommendations, or the WTO Trade Facilitation 
Agreement (TFA); it is implemented in law and in practice; it is available to essentially all 
relevant stakeholders nationwide, and supported by adequate legal and institutional 
frameworks, as well as adequate infrastructure and financial and human resources. A TFA 
provision included in the commitments given under Notifications of Category A may generally 
be considered as a measure, which is fully implemented by the country, with a caveat that the 
provision will be implemented by a Least-Developed Country (LDC) member within one year 
of the TFA agreement coming into force. If a country registers a positive response for all sub-
questions concerning a given trade facilitation measure, that measure should be considered 
fully implemented.  

3

Partial Implementation: a measure is considered to be partially implemented if at least one of 
the following is true: (1) the trade facilitation measure is in partial - but not in full - compliance 
with commonly-accepted international standards, recommendations and conventions; (2) 
the country is still in the process of rolling out the implementation of the measure; (3) the 
measure is being used but on an unsustainable, short-term or ad-hoc basis; (4) the measure 
is implemented in some - but not all - targeted locations (such as key border crossing 
stations); or (5) some - but not all - targeted stakeholders are fully involved.

2

Pilot Stage of Implementation: a measure is considered to be at the pilot stage of implementation 
if, in addition to meeting the general attributes of partial implementation, it is available only 
to a very small portion of the intended stakeholder group (or at a certain location) and/or 
is being implemented on a trial basis. When a new trade facilitation measure is at the pilot 
stage of implementation, the old measure is often continuously used in parallel to ensure that 
the service is still provided even when there has been a disruption with the new measure. 
This stage of implementation also includes relevant rehearsals and preparation for the full 
implementation.

1

Not implemented: a measure has not been implemented at this stage. However, this stage 
may still include initiatives or efforts towards implementation of the measure. For example, 
under this stage, (pre)feasibility studies or planning for the implementation can be carried out; 
and consultation with stakeholders on the implementation may be arranged.

0

Annex 3: Definition of each Stage of Implementation 
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