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Pillar four

Case study: IOE&IT's UK Customs Academy
In September 2019, the IOE&IT and KGH Customs launched the UK Customs 
Academy – a new global e-learning platform for customs, logistics and 
international trade compliance. Through the UK Customs Academy, 
individuals can undertake digital training on core aspects of customs, such 
as rules of origin, tariff  classifi cations, temporary admission and export 
controls. Graduates have reported internal progression after taking our 
courses, including pursing new roles and moving into management positions, 
as well as external opportunities, such as attracting new business and 
creating new consultancy companies. 

The UK Customs Academy represents a learning ecosystem for the customs profession that is able to 
support individual and corporate members across diff erent organisations with lifelong learning. Built on a 
modular structure, it allows the learner to access modules of relevance to their professional area of interest 
and level of development, without the need to undertake a formal qualifi cation.

On the back of the successful long-term partnership between the IOE&IT and KGH Customs, new academies 
were also established in February 2022 for the EU and at a global level.
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Customs intermediaries

The problem/opportunity:  
There is still insufficient knowledge and understanding among intermediaries and 
the users of their services. Traders are often not equipped with the information they 
need to decide whether engaging an intermediary is appropriate for their business. 
Moreover, the increase in intermediaries on the market in recent years has led to, in 
some instances, less-than-adequate quality of services in this space and incorrect advice. 
Increasing the quality of intermediaries will help UK firms trade all around the world.

 
The short-term solution:  
	 ●   Traders must have information at their disposal that empowers them to understand 

the merits of using intermediaries and whether engaging them is the best option 
for their business, or whether self-service processes are more appropriate. The 
government should work with business representative organisations such as the 
IOE&IT to develop and refine guidance – such as webpages, webinars and 
workshops - for traders prior to dissemination. 

The long-term solution: 
	 ●   Professionalising the role of intermediaries through the introduction of an 

accredited customs broker qualification administered by the IOE&IT. We 
see this being a voluntary qualification that ensures the quality and expertise of 
intermediaries, thus giving traders the opportunity to choose the type of service 
that is right for their particular business. 

Case study: Customs broker arrangements in the United States
In the US, customs brokers are individuals or businesses licensed, regulated and empowered by Customs 
and Border Protection (CBP) to assist importers and exporters. Brokers must have expertise in the 
procedures, admissibility requirements, classification, valuation, rates of duty, and applicable taxes and 
fees for imported goods. Becoming a licensed customs broker involves taking an exam and receiving the 
approval of CBP. 

While the IOE&IT does not advocate the mandatory 
accreditation of customs brokers, it is our view that giving 
brokers the option to professionalise their services will 
increase the quality of services on the market as a whole 
and hold intermediaries to a high standard. 
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Pillar five

Pillar five: International 
relationships
 
There are two sides to every border. Governments rely on a range of agreements to 
ensure they function effectively. 

Free trade agreements and other bilateral customs arrangements (such as Customs 
Cooperation and Mutual Administrative Assistance Agreements) can help smooth the flow of 
trade across borders. Parties can agree to mutual facilitations (such as reduced paperwork) 
and work together to resolve any problems that arise at the border.

A world-class border will reduce indiscriminate non-tariff barriers to trade, increasing the 
attractiveness of the UK as a partner for new agreements. Government will be able to be more 
targeted in its objectives and have additional capital in trade negotiations if it can demonstrate 
it is further ahead of the other party on border facilitations. An advanced border paves the way 
for bilateral interoperability agreements that can significantly reduce trade barriers. All of this 
can help the UK achieve fundamental goals of trade policy – cheaper imports for consumers in 
chosen sectors, controls over higher risk imports and additional markets for exporters.

Some approaches to national frontiers are determined by international conventions or treaties, 
such as the Common Transit Convention, which temporarily suspends payment of duties until 
they reach their final destination. UNCTAD forums – such as the National Trade Facilitation 
Committee Global Forum – are also valuable as they provide space for UN members to come 
together to agree trade facilitation objectives as well as to monitor implementation of the 
WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement. Intergovernmental forums such as the World Customs 
Organization (WCO) set standards for trade data through the WCO Data Model, with the aim 
of achieving international data harmonisation. The UK border adopting this data model would 
enable it to interact more easily with international border systems and is particularly crucial for 
the international interoperability of technologies such as the Single Trade Window.  

Establishing the UK’s independent trading ‘voice’ on 
the international stage

The opportunity:  
The UK has now established its own independent voice on the international stage and 
can take the lead in policy debates. For the first time in decades the UK has control of its 
trade policy and can leverage this to deliver for UK businesses and traders. 

The short-term solutions:  
	 ●   The UK’s teams at international forums should step up their engagement with 

the UK business community. For example, the UK Mission to Geneva, which 
handles our relationship with the WTO, should redouble its efforts to speak to the 
UK trader community about relevant issues, such as trade facilitation. This could be 
done through maximising engagement in the National Trade Facilitation Committee 
and ensuring its representation of industry sectors remains broad and relevant, 
reflecting companies involved in the development of innovative border industry 
technologies.
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	 ●   Deliver on obligations outlined in existing trade agreements such as the UK-EU 
Trade and Cooperation Agreement – especially those that were hard-won by the UK, 
such as the agreement to implement the WCO’s ‘your export is my import’ principle 
to automate the exchange of trade data between the exporting and importing 
countries, improve the reliability of this data exchange, identify trade anomalies 
and prevent fraud. This would help to build confidence in our international partners 
that the UK respects the international rules-based trading system. Moreover, the 
UK should focus on the utilisation of those agreements that are already signed and 
have provisions on digital interoperability. 

	 ●   The UK should promote the digitalisation of trade documentation and the 
use of globally recognised standards at international forums governing 
international conventions that stipulate the need for paper documentation, as well 
as seeking bilateral arrangements to trial e-documentation. For example, the UK is 
trialling the use of electronic EHCs with New Zealand and should seek to expand 
these bilateral arrangements to other priority trading partners, particularly EU 
member states. 

 ●   The UK has indicated a strong desire to increase its presence and influence in 
relevant international committees at the WTO and WCO. It should seek to quickly 
identify committees due for re-election over the next five years, while outlining a 
roadmap for how to influence them or secure support for chairmanship.
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The medium- to long-term solutions: 
 ●   Use international forums such as the WCO and WTO to build relationships with 

like-minded partners such as Singapore, in order to test new approaches and to 
glean or share best practices, including on the Single Trade Window. 

 ●   The UK should seek to influence agreed working texts and ensure these are 
ambitious while respecting the resourcing and capability constraints of less 
developed countries. Partnerships formed here could also prove a useful basis for 
testing the appetite for pilot projects. Lastly, the UK should seek to amplify its work 
through WCO and WTO communications and news publications so as to cement 
itself as an influential actor and credible candidate for chairmanship of committees.

 ●   Building on the paperless trading provisions of the UK-Singapore Digital Economy 
Agreement, the UK should develop new bilateral partnership models that both 
deliver day-one practical outcomes for traders, but also embed frameworks for 
long-term border co-operation and testing of new technologies. 

 ●   A world-class border will help the UK encourage other countries to advocate 
additional facilitations and interoperability provisions in future trade negotiations.

Case study: Australia and New Zealand’s ‘Green Lane’ for mail
Customs authorities face significant challenges when ensuring the tax and 
customs compliance of e-commerce goods. A trial conducted by the customs 
authorities of Australia and New Zealand sought to leverage data obtained 
from e-commerce platforms to carry out pre-arrival risking and to ensure 
targeted items could be effectively identified on arrival at mail facilities.   
Aside from encouraging the uptake of similar methods among WCO 
members, Australia and New Zealand were able to establish themselves 
as leaders in this area by promoting their work through the WCO’s news 
publication.

The UK should likewise, when undertaking trials or pilots, seek to amplify its work through announcements 
at the WCO and WTO and through their respective communications or news publications. This would further 
establish the UK’s position as an influential actor, making nomination to (and wider support for) chairing key 
WCO and WTO committees more likely.
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Joined-up government

Joined-up government
The problem/opportunity:  
While the Border Protocol Delivery Group (BPDG) had a clear remit for the delivery of 
Brexit preparations at the border, it is now less clear how relevant departments and their 
portfolios interact. This is highlighted by the BPDG’s multiple name changes and multiple 
consultations on the Ecosystem of Trust and Single Trade Window, for example, that 
were badged under different departments (or in some cases, jointly). This risks a loss of 
accountability and duplication of efforts in different departments. 

The 2025 Border Strategy referenced a new Border Design Authority. It is chaired by the 
Cabinet Office’s Border, Trade and Brexit Opportunities Unit and made up of senior officials 
from departments including the Cabinet Office, Defra, HMRC, Home Office and HM Treasury. 
However, there has been little detail on the substance of discussions, or any published 
minutes. Business involvement here is essential to allow for meaningful industry input. 

A coordinating body with central oversight of border modernisation can ensure that funding 
is effectively allocated under a coherent strategic vision that sets out the long-term benefits 
of modernisation. It will allow the UK to speak with “one voice” in trade negotiations and 
international institutions. 

 
The short-term solution:  
 ●   A central steering group accountable to a new Minister for the Border - 

encompassing not only HMRC, but all government departments with a stake in 
border operations – including Defra, the Department for Transport, HM Treasury, 
the Home Office, the Department for International Trade and FCDO – should be 
formed, within which discussions on new technologies, international forums, trader 
engagement and investment can all take place. This would make funding decisions 
transparent and prevent duplication. 

 ●   Establishing a government-to-industry taskforce made up of representatives of 
relevant Whitehall departments and business representative organisations (such 
as cross-sector and sectoral business groups) to feed their views into the decision-
making of future border policy, with oversight by the Minister for the Border. The 
discussions should result in clear, actionable response by government and be 
communicated publicly for transparency. 

The long-term solution: 
 ●   Longer-term, the steering group should be equipped with a sufficiently sized team 

of officials that is able to drive forward day-to-day work and oversee an ambitious 
future workplan. Without this, there is a risk some departments will attempt to 
argue their projects are more worthy of funding or should be prioritised over 
others. It is important that decisions on funding and resource allocation are fair, 
impartial and reflect best value for money when measured against the benefits for 
trade, the border industry and UK consumers.  
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Case study: Cerberus project
Cerberus is owned by the Home Office and seeks to address a critical gap in the 
government’s approach to data at the border. The Home Office wants to allow analysis 
relating to a wide range of datasets within a single system to achieve more targeted 
interventions of risk and to increase the flow of legitimate traffic. For example, the 
hope is that connecting intelligence and data across different transport modes will yield 
insights into organised crime groups, reduce human trafficking and improve targeting 
of controlled goods (such as firearms and explosives).

While this is a commendable initiative, Cerberus is an example of where there should be a more joined-up 
government approach. Cerberus is in practice a workstream separate to the government’s wider border 
strategy work, with which it should be integrated. For example, the advanced risking analytics elements 
are common across both initiatives, as is the fact that both are scheduled for delivery before 2025. 
Fundamentally, both seek to facilitate the smooth flow of legitimate trade, and therefore Cerberus should 
not be isolated from the border strategy work. 
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Conclusion

Conclusion 
There has never been a more important time for the government to pursue border 
modernisation. Fast, cheap and secure access to the UK market through the use 
of real-time data will be a crucial element of the UK’s drive to establish itself as 
a global leader in free trade. Geopolitical risks such as COVID-19 and the war in 
Ukraine have re-emphasised the importance of functioning supply chains and a 
border that is resilient to global economic shocks. 

Investment in the border to bring down trading costs can have an immediate 
impact on consumers and producers in the UK – alleviating the cost-of-living crisis. 
Border modernisation and associated measures can also boost exports through 
a variety of channels – increasing expertise around trade, reducing barriers and 
making the UK a more attractive partner for new trade deals.

Political, technological and systemic 
change have created a wide 
range of opportunities for border 
modernisation. New technology 
and systems, underpinned by a 
facilitative regulatory framework, 
can enable innovative new 
approaches to driving down costs 
while maintaining safety and 
security. Investment in programmes 
such as the Ecosystem of Trust, 
digitalisation and the Single Trade Window has great potential to improve border 
efficiency and boost trade. The UK can use its newfound regulatory independence 
to enact a business-friendly approach to the border and take advantage of its 
ability to negotiate easements in new trade and customs agreements and guide 
multilateral approaches to trade facilitation. 

These benefits can only be achieved by a joined-up and coordinated government 
listening carefully to the needs of industry. Ministerial oversight and policy 
ownership – with sufficient clout to prioritise the competing objectives of 
different departments and agencies and drive through change – is essential. Close 
cooperation with business on devising, developing and implementing policy and 
processes will ensure that change is directed where it is most needed, providing 
the best value for money on government investment.

The unique political, international and technical backdrop mean border reform 
could be the most important trade challenge in a generation. Government has 
come some way to recognising this through the 2025 Border Strategy and Target 
Operating Model. Now is the time to deliver.

Border modernisation 
will boost exports, 
increase trade expertise, 
reduce barriers and 
make the UK a more 
attractive trade partner
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