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INTRODUCTION 
 
The ESCAP Trade Facilitation Framework1 consists of suggested steps aimed at improving  
selected areas under trade facilitation.  
 
Given that countries may have different priorities and issues in terms of their trade 
development strategies, the framework is not intended to act as a “one size fits all” plan for all 
countries nor is it “cast in stone”.  It is a guiding tool for Governments to assess the problems 
and bottlenecks where remedial facilitation measures are required and to identify appropriate 
remedial facilitation measures. 
  
In the diagrammatic representation, it is recommended that stages Ai and Aii could be 
implemented either sequentially or simultaneously depending on the requirement of the 
country. This can be followed by the subsequent stages (i.e., Bi to Bvi), which could be carried 
out either separately or in tandem. 
 
The following are some pointers to guide the authorities in using the framework: 
 

 Review the framework and prioritize the stages that will be focused on first and decide 
whether to adopt either Ai or Aii or both simultaneously. This stage can be followed by 
any of the subsequent stages depending on the priorities of the country. 

 
 Focus on each selected stage separately. The framework allows this flexibility and 

does not require the implementation of the entire framework in totality. 
 

 Assess the steps of the selected stages and determine which steps would be relevant 
in terms of implementation. The trade and customs authorities may wish to modify or 
customize some of the steps accordingly. 

 
 Evaluate the implementation of the steps in line with the suggested measurable 

indicators. The indicators provided are not exhaustive and the authorities are free to 
add additional indicators where relevant. 

 
The key point in using the framework is that it should be adopted in a flexible and practical 
manner by the authorities.  The framework is to provide direction in aligning their trade 
facilitation measures to improve the effectiveness of the trade facilitation system. 
 
 

I.  TRADE DEVELOPMENT AND ITS ECONOMIC SIGNIFICANCE 
 
The global economic environment is changing rapidly. Globalization has led to astonishing 
increases in global trade.  Trade currently represents 30 per cent of world gross domestic 
product (GDP) and is expected to grow to 50 per cent of world GDP by 2020.  Greater 
participation in international trade is a prerequisite for economic growth and sustainable 
development in today’s competitive world economy.   
 
 
In recent years, the international trade environment has changed drastically. Since the 
conclusion of the Uruguay Round of multinational trade negotiations in 1994, tariff rates have 

 
1 The ESCAP Trade Facilitation Framework is the outcome of the ESCAP Expert Group Meeting on 
Trade Facilitation and Electronic Commerce held at Bangkok on 30 and 31 July 2003.  It is a working 
draft and thus will evolve further. 
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been reduced and non-tariff barriers are in the process of being dismantled.  Although there 
are still several unresolved issues, under the World Trade Organization (WTO) market 
liberalization, supported by technological advancements, is entrenched within the global 
economy. Under WTO, the international business environment has become rule-based and 
has created a more level playing field.  
 
As a result, developing countries will face more competition in terms of their exports. Less 
developed countries may lose in preferential trade concessions and even those with such 
concessions will find themselves marginalized against the backdrop of reduced trade barriers. 
Therefore, they cannot rely on tariffs and preferential trade concessions alone for export 
development.  In order to be competitive, each country now also has to develop a domestic 
environment favourable to trade through the implementation of a national trade development 
strategy.   
 

II.  TRADE DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY 
 
Under the current trade environment, the focus for Governments should be to enhance trade 
competitiveness. Trade competitiveness encompasses the cost, time and quality 
competitiveness of a country’s exports as well as its efficiency in importing inputs for the local 
industries.  Enhancing trade competitiveness requires a holistic review of the entire trade 
development strategy of the country.   
 
Trade development strategy (figure I) is defined as a holistic approach to develop and expand 
sustainable trade flows that are suitable and appropriate for the different phases in a country’s 
economic development.  Governments need to strategize trade policies in a coordinated and 
integrated manner in line with economic development strategies.  
 
Trade facilitation may be seen as one of the four components of a comprehensive trade 
development strategy.  
 
 

Figure I. Trade Development Strategy 
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There are four principal components of a trade development strategy: 
 

(a) International trade relations  
 

International trade relations involve establishing trade relations with other countries to 
safeguard a country’s trade interests and to ensure market access for its products and 
services. It also includes issues on how to respond to restrictions placed on products by 
importing countries.   
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