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Introduction. 

 
Governments, international organizations and business have been involved in capacity 
building related to cross border transactions and customs issues for some considerable 
time. A large proportion of the funding and technical assistance has been used for 
individual projects and not part of a comprehensive, coherent improvement process 
using recognized best practices. As a result, improvements in the management and 
control of international trade have not progressed as much as should be expected, 
considering the vast amount of resource that has been applied to capacity building.  

Growth and poverty reduction through increased trade can take place only if (i) goods 
and services produced in a country are competitive in terms of quality and price, and 
(ii) the same can be delivered to markets at a competitive price.  It is also the case that 
domestic goods produced for export using imported raw materials or components can 
only be sold if they are competitive. 

The World Trade Organisation (WTO) Doha Development Agenda for trade 
negotiations has raised the profile of ‘Trade Facilitation’ and ‘Capacity Building’ as a 
means to improve the international trading process especially for developing 
countries. There are a range of initiatives that emphasise the need for a concerted 
focus on the improvement of the border management process. 

• The Doha development agenda commits WTO members to "ensuring adequate 
technical assistance and support for capacity building in this area," which is 
part of the broader commitment to technical assistance and capacity building 
for trade-related purposes in this negotiation. 

• Globalisation and the need for countries to develop competitive strength in 
trade in order to increase their wealth is also a key driver. 

• The need for improved security related to the international trading process is a 
vital requirement nowadays. 

Definition of Capacity Building.  
The WCO definition of Capacity Building in a Customs context, is commonly 
understood to mean developing or acquiring the skills, competencies, tools, processes 
and resources needed to improve the capacity of the administration to carry out its 
allotted functions and achieve its objectives.” 
 
A business perspective of capacity building is: the contribution of funds and technical 
support to enable border authorities to improve the overall efficiency of the border 



management process. The aim being to improve control whilst maximising revenue 
collection and reducing the clearance time for goods. 

Underpinning Capacity Building. 

In some instances the state of the infrastructural development of a country will 
completely neutralise the benefits of a trade facilitation agreement. Whilst it should be 
recognised that the WTO agreement cannot be used as a precedent for wholesale 
infrastructural improvement there should be a best endeavour clause in the agreement 
that ensures that capacity building donors take into account the state of infrastructural 
development when funding the implementation of an agreement.                                                                 

Co-ordination 
The piecemeal approach to capacity building that has prevailed in the past is no longer 
acceptable. Governments and international organizations responsible for the 
disbursement of funds and technical resources must adopt a coherent approach to 
capacity building, which ensures that programmes are based on agreed best practices, 
designed to suit the specific needs of individual recipient countries and are not a short 
term measure, but are instead aimed at producing sustainable benefits. 

Co-ordination must be achieved through a leadership role taken by the WTO with key 
donors. It is in the interest of all donor governments and institutions to greatly 
improve the coordination of assistance to ensure the efficient use of resources and to 
maximise the impact of the Capacity Building through improved synergy. This co-
ordination should include all key donors in dialogue with all key stakeholders such as 
the recipient countries and the business community. 

Commitment                                                                                                        
Capacity Building and technical support must be an integral part of any agreement. 
The WTO should own the capacity building process to underpin the political links 
between commitment – capacity building – credibility/sustainability of the trade 
facilitation agreement. Whilst a binding commitment to capacity building would be 
extremely unlikely the intent must be similar.  

Individual Country Capability.                                                                               
The requirements of individual countries to implement a Trade Facilitation 
Agreement need to be assessed before the implementation of an agreement. 
Appropriate and specific programmes should be developed for each developing 
country requiring Capacity Building and Technical Assistance. 

Sustainable Improvement 
A primary requirement of capacity building is that it should develop a sustainable 
capability to manage international transactions more effectively. It is vital to ensure 
that border authorities are not only committed to short-term improvement but long-
term sustainable improvement in the border management process is also their goal. 
Establishing reward systems that do not just cover short-term improvements but 
where the full reward is only achieved if the process of improvement is self-sustained 
over, say 5 years.                                                                                                



Improving Management Capacity.  
Though a detailed knowledge of trade regulations and customs law is important, the 
overall organizational management process is equally vital. Development of efficient 
and effective management has to be one of the highest priorities for capacity building. 
Skills to manage organizational change are essential for sustainable achievement. 
 

Common Standards. 
In view of the large number of donor organizations and consultants active in capacity 
building it will be vital to ensure that the capacity building programme utilises the 
same overall approach being offered and promoted by the WTO in conjunction with 
the World Customs Organisation (WCO). Common standards, compatible practices, 
and interoperability are three core requirements for a coherent approach to capacity 
building. Donors should provide common training modules that are politically neutral. 
Technical training should reinforce global standards, not national or regional 
variations.  

The WCO and UNECE are vital in the development and dissemination of standards 
for Customs practices and border management. Other donors should also promote 
these and other recognised international standards. A centre that collects, collates and 
analyses best practices related to the management of the international supply chain 
would be of immeasurable value for all concerned with international trade.   

Consideration should be given to the establishment of permanent regional training 
centres modelled on the WTO's prototype on regional trade policy training courses in 
Kenya and Morocco. Combined with distance learning technologies, such centres 
would enhance both the sustainability and the uniformity of training. One critical area 
is the need for interoperability of electronic documentation systems and an 
international standard should be adopted.                                               

Holistic Approach 
Border management is not a single activity. It covers a number of different 
government departments, a whole range of different types of goods and procedures. 
To be effective there should be a holistic approach to border management and 
modernisation. This avoids the development of silos of activity where more 
appropriately they should be joined up with other management processes. To illustrate 
this, it is of little value improving the legal basis of customs regulations if the judicial 
system is not effective. Also the release of goods in advance of final settlement of 
duty obligations is not possible where a country's financial system does not 
accommodate an adequate guarantor payment.  

Transparency and Measurement. 
Transparency is key to the improvement of any management process. It is also a 
fundamental requirement that capacity building projects result in a measurable 
improvement in the border management process and thereby, more efficient 
movement of goods across national borders. 

Prior to the implementation of any WTO Agreement on trade facilitation and before 
any capacity building project is undertaken, there must be assessments made of the 
capacity of individual countries to implement the agreement. Further assessments 



should be made once the capacity building process has begun and when it has been 
completed. Measurements are needed of both the before and after process so that 
improvements can be clearly quantified and thereby sustained. Monitoring systems 
should be kept in place after completion of capacity building to serve as alerts about 
any deterioration in performance. Pre-assessment is also valuable to adapt the 
capacity building programme more accurately to the countries individual needs.  

 

 

Partnership with Business.                                                                                       
The efficiency of the trading process has a direct impact on business. Any 
improvement or deterioration in the process will be detected by businesses 
undertaking international trade. In view of this it would be only right to involve 
business in the process of reform of the trading process and measurement of 
performance. 

 
Business contribution to capacity building. 
The competitive environment in which international businesses operate ensures that 
they constantly seek to improve their competitive performance and one way of doing 
this is through an improved supply chain. They can readily detect the impact of 
improvements and deficiencies in the management of cross border transactions. 

Companies could contribute significantly to a capacity building programme: 

• contribute to assessment of capacity needs. 
• assist in establishing an effective coordinated funding process for capacity 

building and the standards/best practices that should be adopted; 
• provide expertise in the development of free market economies, private 

enterprise and in supply chain management;  
• provide expertise in international law; 
• provide expertise in managing border transactions; 
• share real experience in the management of change; 
• assist in the use of measurement to improve performance. 

A framework for capacity building must be agreed to amongst the major donors and 
likely recipients at the same time while a WTO agreement on trade facilitation is 
being implemented. Even before the WTO agreement is implemented, work must start 
on a coordinated approach to funding and managing capacity building.  

Implementation 

Ownership of the Capacity Building Programme.                                                                     
Capacity building programmes in accordance with a WTO agreement should be 
consistent no matter what the source of the funding or technical support. The recipient 
country should be the instigator of the capacity building programme; this should 
ensure political commitment as well as that of the managers of the process.  



Capacity Building for the WTO Agreement.                                                         
Before a capacity building programme can be initiated nationally it is essential to 
measure the current capacity of the recipient country. There are a range of diagnostic 
tools and audit programmes that are already available but there must be an agreed 
process, defined in the WTO agreement, that will define individual country capacity 
and thereby the capacity needs of the individual country. 

National and Regional Programmes.                                                                  
Capacity building programmes should be country specific, based on individual 
country needs. They should use tried and tested best practice and a range of 
appropriate international standards. National programmes should include 
reengineering, simplifying and harmonising the existing procedures, upgrading the 
infrastructure (including computer networks, scanners etc.) training personnel, risk 
assessment, post-importation audit, appeal procedures etc. Whilst capacity building is 
related to the requirements of individual countries there could be some benefit in 
establishing regional programmes so that neighbouring countries can work together 
and hopefully develop a coherent approach to border management in the region. 

Due account should be taken of the infrastructural development of countries and build 
both capability and competence in a way that will lead to sustainable development. 

National trade facilitation agencies would be a useful initiative to ensure a coherent 
national approach to the design, implementation and monitoring of capacity building 
programmes. 

The Use of High Technology.                                                                                     
The facilitation of trade is not dependant on the use of high technology. A lot can be 
achieved through analysis and simplification of current procedures however the use of 
information technology and modern systems is certainly beneficial. The use of 
information technology whilst being beneficial should not be driven by information 
technology staff alone. 

Resouces for Capacity Building Programmes. 

To underpin sustainability and to increase developing country Capacity Building 
programmes, consideration should be given to the use and training of experts 
available from developing countries. Ultimately, Capacity Building must aim to 
enable SMEs from developing countries to export their goods and services to third 
country markets at competitive prices. 

 


