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1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Political Context 

Founded in 1968, the Customs Union manages the external border of the EU by enforcing the 

rules governing the cross-border movement of goods, including by imposing a common tariff 

on goods imported from third countries. It is the basis and the guardian of the EU Single 

Market, allowing goods to move freely within the Union. It is a European success story that 

shaped the early stages of European integration and today enables the prime position of the EU 

in global trade as one of the largest trading blocs in the world.  

At its core are the exclusive competence of the Union to regulate, and a common legal 

framework (the Union Customs Code (1), UCC), which is implemented by the customs 

authorities of the Member States. For ensuring their missions, customs authorities use an 

increasingly complex set of IT systems that also allow the economic operators to fulfil their 

obligations by digital means.  

Customs traditionally collect customs duties and other taxes on imports, and despite the global 

decline in tariffs, the collection of duties remains economically significant (EUR 24.8 billion in 

2021). 75% of the collected customs duties are destined to the EU budget, representing 8% of 

the Union budget for 2021.  

The role of customs has evolved over time to cover also non-financial tasks. During the last 

20 years, non-financial sectoral legislation applicable to goods (so-called óprohibitions and 

restrictionsô) has increased exponentially, in line with growing expectations regarding security, 

sustainability, safety, health and the protection of human rights.  In close cooperation with 

other competent authorities, customs are the ófirst line of defenceô to protect EU citizens 

against non-compliant, dangerous, or counterfeited goods from third countries, and EU 

businesses from unfair competition. Customs further contribute to the fight against smuggling 

of illegal goods and terrorism and defend the EU values and way of life. 

Due to its strategic position at the external border, customs are directly involved in managing 

crisis situations, to ensure the smooth functioning of supply chains and to either facilitate or 

restrict the flow of goods. Cooperation between customs administrations of countries of export 

and of import is key for securing international trade. The withdrawal of the United Kingdom 

from the EU and the Covid-19 pandemic presented a significant challenge for businesses and 

customs. The trade sanctions in response to Russiaôs invasion of Ukraine (2) highlighted the 

major contribution of customs to the security and strategic autonomy of the EU. The capacity 

to determine and enforce which goods enter and leave the Union is of strategic importance.     

Box 1 ï Impact of recent events on the Customs Union 

The withdrawal of the United Kingdom effectively changed the boundaries of the EU Customs Union in 

2021 and increased the realm of extra-EU trade. The Customs Union had to adapt in multiple ways to 

handle the withdrawal by the end of the transition period on 31 December 2020 (staff increases, logistics, 

operators registered). All customs IT systems automatically disconnected UK as a Member State on 31 

December 2020 at 23.59 and recognized it as a third country on 1 January 2021 at 00.00. The fourth largest 

Member State in terms of imported items is now Ireland, which accounts for more than 8% of all items 

 
(1) Regulation (EU) No 952/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council laying down the Union Customs Code (OJ 

L 269, 10.10.2013, p. 1ï101) and its delegated and implementing rules. 

(2) At the time of writing, for an overall view of the EU sanctions against Russia see here; for a detailed list of the customs-

related measures see here. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-europe-world/eu-solidarity-ukraine/eu-sanctions-against-russia-following-invasion-ukraine_en#relatedlinks
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/customs-4/international-affairs/eu-measures-following-russian-invasion-ukraine_en#related-links
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declared at import. The combined effect of the withdrawal of the United Kingdom and the surge in low 

value consignments result in the number of import declarations multiplied by more than 20.  

The eruption of Covid-19 in February 2020 required adopting urgent measures for trade. This included 

measures on duty and tax relief, simplified formalities and an agreement on control priorities and a 

common approach to risks at the border. This was vital to accelerate the delivery of urgently needed goods 

while identifying and blocking substandard or non-compliant goods (masks, medicine, sanitizers etc.). (3) 

Customs authorities sent 950 alerts on fake products. In 2021, the customs authorities enforced the 

mechanism for monitoring the export of vaccines. The pandemic and the associated lockdown and 

restriction measures severely affected the EU external trade in goods in 2020. The public consultation 

revealed that the contribution of the Customs Union in responding to the Covid-19 pandemic and its 

socioeconomic consequences is widely perceived as positive by the respondents to the public consultation 

(it is very, quite, or fairly positive for 63.8% of them, while it is negative for only 21%). 

The implementation and enforcement of sanctions the EU adopted against Russia and Belarus in 

response to the war in Ukraine put a new emphasis on the security dimension of customs work, both for 

import restrictions and export controls. The humanitarian support for Ukraine, as well as the facilitation of 

grain exports demanded resolute work by the customs officers.   

 

As any individual seaport, airport or land border crossing point is the entrance to the whole 

EU, the protection provided by customs in one Member State is at the service of the entire 

Union. The Customs Union is only as strong as its weakest link. Yet, there are significant 

differences in the human and financial resources, training, risk analysis capabilities and levels 

of control of the national customs administrations.  

The Customs Unionôs capacity to keep pace with modern developments is increasingly under 

pressure. New safety and security threats, the rise of environmental and human rights-related 

concerns, and the dramatic increase of e-commerce trade flows are posing a significant 

challenge and squeeze customs authorities.  

Meanwhile big data, new technologies and digitalisation are opening new opportunities for 

handling and exploiting data for the benefit of all participants in the economy. While customs 

authorities continue to strive to develop solutions, the current completion of the IT systems 

required by the UCC will not be enough to ensure the full use of data in order to respond 

effectively to existing and future challenges.  

Considering current and future challenges and the evolving role of customs, the President of 

the European Commission committed to ótake the Customs Union to the next level, equipping 

it with a stronger framework that will allow us to better protect our citizens and our Single 

Marketô by proposing as one of her political priorities (4) óa bold package for an integrated 

European approach to reinforce customs risk management and support effective controls by 

the Member Statesô. In September 2022, the Commission laid down a Customs Action Plan (5), 

as a first step until 2025, to turn President von der Leyenôs Political Guidelines into tangible 

benefits for European citizens, businesses, and society.   

The present initiative on the revision of the Union customs legislation proposes an integrated 

European approach to reinforce customs, looking at the customs processes, the data 

management and governance framework. It builds on the Customs Action Plan and is part of 

the Commission Work Programme 2022, under the priority óAn economy that works for the 

 
(3) For an overview of the measures taken by the European Commission in the customs and tax area, see COVID-19 Taxud 

Response (europa.eu).  

(4) A Union that strives for more - My agenda for Europe: political guidelines for the next European Commission 2019-2024. 

(5)  Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council and the European Economic and Social 

Committee, Taking the Customs Union to the Next Level: a Plan for Action (COM (2020) 581 final). 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy-documents/commission-work-programme_en
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/covid-19-taxud-response_en
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/covid-19-taxud-response_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf
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peopleô. By strengthening the EUôs ability to enforce domestic requirements on imported 

goods, thereby ensuring a level playing field, this initiative will also contribute to other 

Commission priorities such as promoting our European way of life, a European Green 

Deal, a Europe fit for the digital age and a stronger Europe in the world.  

Figure 1 illustrates the scope and relevance of the Customs Union for broader EU policies and 

the transversal importance of the Customs Union as a shared strategic asset.  

Figure 1 - Policy contribution of Customs Union - illustrative examples ï source DG TAXUD 

 

There is a close nexus between effective customs controls and the implementation of the EU 

trade policy, including trade defence (Column 1). Similarly, there is a strong connection 

between the contribution of customs to the Single Market and the objectives of the EU 

competition policy, for ensuring a level playing field in the competition between producers in 

the EU and abroad (Column 2). Unless the Customs Union performs optimally, EU producers 

who respect all the rules and regulations applying in the Single Market are not competing on a 

level playing field necessary for securing EU jobs and growth. At the same time, traders need 

to operate smoothly, simply, and quickly, without unnecessary breaks in the supply chain. A 

balance must be found between customs controls and facilitation for legitimate traders. 

1.2 Legal context 

The Union Customs Code (UCC) is the main legal and IT framework for customs processes in 

the EU customs territory. The Union Customs Code is composed of a basic act and a wide 

range of detailed implementing acts and delegated acts. The customs authorities must also 

contribute to enforce numerous different EU policies applicable at the external borders. (6) 

Below are listed the most relevant pieces of existing or proposed legislation to which this 

initiative is related: 

- On the financial side, the legislation on own resources for the EU budget identifies 

customs duties as a direct source of revenue for the Union (7), while another set of rules 

regulate how these are made available to the Union. (8)  

 
(6) The Directorate-General for Taxation and Customs Union (European Commission) published in 2021 an integrated list of 

the EU policies requiring specific controls on goods at the border, including prohibitions and restrictions imposed on 

imports, exports or goods in transit. 

(7) Traditional Own Resources or TOR - Council Decision (EU, Euratom) 2020/2053 of 14 December 2020 on the system of 

own resources of the European Union and repealing Decision 2014/335/EU, Euratom (OJ L 424, 15.12.2020, p. 1). 

(8) Council Regulation (EU, Euratom) No 609/2014 of 26 May 2014 on the methods and procedure for making available the 

traditional, VAT and GNI-based own resources and on the measures to meet cash requirements (Recast) (OJ L 168, 

7.6.2014, p. 39). 

Economy and Finance

ÅTariffs 

ÅQuotas

ÅAnti-dumping

ÅExcise

ÅVAT

ÅIntellectual Property 
Rights

Single Market and 
Sustainability

ÅEcodesign

ÅPhytosanitary

ÅWaste

ÅToy Safety

ÅF-gases

ÅREACH

ÅForced Labour

ÅDeforestation

Security

ÅSanctions, export controls

ÅDrugs/Precursors

ÅNew psychoactive
substances

ÅCounter-terrorism

ÅFirearms

ÅExplosives

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d2f48d8b-b0a4-11ec-83e1-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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- Also on the financial side, the VAT  rules apply on imported goods and foresee specific 

measures on cross-border business-to-consumer (B2C) e-commerce sales from third 

countries. (9) 

- On the non-financial side, the Market Surveillance Regulation (10) provides the legal 

framework for risk-based controls of non-food products sold on the EU market, in 

particular through a systematic cooperation and exchange of information between Market 

Surveillance Authorities and customs authorities for detecting unsafe or non-compliant 

products entering the Single Market. Customs will also be called to implement the revised 

General Product Safety Regulation (11) and the new rules aimed to effectively ban the 

placing on the Single Market of products made wholly or in part by forced labour, (12) 

once the respective proposals are adopted. 

- In the field of environmental legislation, Customs are involved in the enforcement of 

numerous rules inter alia on chemicals (13), the protection of species of wild fauna and 

flora (14), the fight against climate change by minimising the use and emissions of 

dangerous substances (15) (16). Customs will also be called on to apply new EU rules to 

curb deforestation (17) and treat waste shipments (18). Moreover, the Sustainable Products 

Initiative (19) proposal calls on Customs to cross-check the customs declaration with the 

information on the imported goods contained in the newly created digital passport for 

products, to reduce the negative life cycle environmental impacts of products placed on the 

Single Market. The proposal to establish a Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (20) 

will help ensure that the EU's climate objectives are not undermined by the risk of carbon 

leakage and encourage producers in non-EU countries to green their production processes. 

The mechanism applies to imported goods, and customs supports the enforcement.  

 
(9) Council Directive (EU) 2017/2455 of 5 December 2017 amending Directive 2006/112/EC and Directive 2009/132/EC as 

regards certain value added tax obligations for supplies of services and distance sales of goods (OJ L 348, 29.12.2017, p. 

7). 

(10) Regulation (EU) 2019/1020 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 2019 on market surveillance and 

compliance of products and amending Directive 2004/42/EC and Regulations (EC) No 765/2008 and (EU) No 305/2011 

(OJ L 169, 25.6.2019). 

(11) Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on general product safety, amending Regulation 

(EU) No 1025/2012 of the European Parliament and of the Council, and repealing Council Directive 87/357/EEC and 

Directive 2001/95/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council (COM(2021)346). 

(12) Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on prohibiting products made with forced labour 

on the Union market (COM (2022) 453 final). 

(13) Regulation (EC) No 1907/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 December 2006 concerning the 

Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH), establishing a European Chemicals 

Agency, amending Directive 1999/45/EC and repealing Council Regulation (EEC) No 793/93 and Commission 

Regulation (EC) No 1488/94 as well as Council Directive 76/769/EEC and Commission Directives 91/155/EEC, 

93/67/EEC, 93/105/EC and 2000/21/EC. 

(14) Council Regulation (EC) No 338/97 of 9 December 1996 on the protection of species of wild fauna and flora by 

regulating trade therein (OJ L 61, 3.3.1997, p. 1). 

(15) Regulation (EU) No 517/2014 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 April 2014 on fluorinated greenhouse 

gases and repealing Regulation (EC) No 842/2006 (OJ L 150, 20.5.2014, p. 195). 

(16) Regulation (EC) No 1005/2009 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 September 2009 on substances that 

deplete the ozone layer (OJ L 286, 31.10.2009, p. 1). 

(17) Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the making available on the Union market as 

well as export from the Union of certain commodities and products associated with deforestation and forest degradation 

and repealing Regulation (EU) No 995/2010 (COM (2021) 706). 

(18) Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on shipments of waste and amending 

Regulations (EU) No 1257/2013 and (EU) No 2020/1056 (COM/2021/709 final). 

(19) Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a framework for setting ecodesign 

requirements for sustainable products and repealing Directive 2009/125/EC (COM/2022/142 final). 

(20) Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a carbon border adjustment 

mechanism (COM (2021) 564). 
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- On the enforcement side, the legal basis for mutual assistance among national authorities 

and with the European Commission regarding the application of customs and agricultural 

legislation provides for relevant measures. They include the rules for preventing, 

investigating, and prosecuting customs fraud (21) and the operational cooperation 

framework between Member Statesô and EUôs law enforcement authorities and bodies 

aimed to ensure security inside the EU against e.g., drug and illicit firearms trafficking. (22) 

- The new Digital Services Act sets clear obligations for digital service providers to tackle 

illegal content, which results in strengthened traceability and checks on traders in online 

marketplaces to ensure products placed on the Single Market are safe. (23)   

1.3 Background work that will feed the initiative 

A foresight report published in 2020 elaborated four scenarios of how customs in the 

European Union could look in 2040, (24) resulting in a vision where in 2040 customs in the 

EU ófully protect society, the environment and the EU economy through effective facilitation of 

legitimate trade, and intelligent, risk-based supervision of supply chainséare proactive, 

working seamlessly with our stakeholders and are committed to innovation and 

sustainabilityé and are seen to act as oneô. The foresight report recommends addressing the 

governance challenge of the Customs Union by giving preference to a joint, central structure in 

order to speak with one voice, to leverage technological advancements and to make the most 

effective use of customsô data. Business support and trade facilitation should be delivered 

through a fully integrated IT customs system, the Single Window Environment for 

Customs (25) and a common EU sanctions system.  

The Commission adopted the Customs Action Plan (CAP) (26) as its response to the foresight 

report and to implement the political guidelines of President von der Leyen. The plan sets out a 

series of actions for a more coherent and stronger Customs Union to be completed by 2025. 

The actions focus on four areas of intervention: risk management, e-commerce, compliance, 

and the Customs Union acting as one. The CAP precedes, prepares, and announces the reform:  

- Under Action 7 of the CAP, the Commission conducted an evaluation of the 

implementation of the UCC (27), which revealed a number of problems.  

- Action 17 announces a Reflection Group óto consider how to make the Customs Union 

smarter, more agile, more technologically advanced and more crisis-proofô, and an 

 
(21) Council Regulation (EC) No 515/97 of 13 March 1997 on mutual assistance between the administrative authorities of the 

Member States and cooperation between the latter and the Commission to ensure the correct application of the law on 

customs and agricultural matters (OJ L 82, 22.3.1997, p. 1). 

(22) More information on Operational cooperation (europa.eu) 

(23) Regulation (EU) 2022/2065 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 October 2022 on a Single Market For 

Digital Services and amending Directive 2000/31/EC (Digital Services Act) (Text with EEA relevance) (OJ L 277, 

27.10.2022, p. 1ï102). 

(24) Ghiran, A., Hakami, A., Bontoux, L. and Scapolo, F., The Future of Customs in the EU 2040: EUR 30463 EN, 

Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020. 

(25) Regulation (EU) 2022/2399 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 November 2022 establishing the 

European Union Single Window Environment for Customs and amending Regulation (EU) No 952/2013 (OJ L 317, 

9.12.2022, p. 1ï23).   
(26)  Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council and the European Economic and Social 

Committee ñTaking the Customs Union to the Next Level: a Plan for Actionò, COM/2020/581 final. This includes 

measures to make EU customs smarter, more innovative and more efficient and proposes steps such as improved use of 

data, better tools and equipment, the promotion of compliance, more cooperation within the EU and with customs 

authorities of partner countries and better preparation for future crises. 
(27) Commission staff working document on the interim evaluation of the implementation of the Union Customs Code 

(SWD/2022/0158 final). 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2020:581:FIN
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/law-enforcement-cooperation/operational-cooperation_en
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC121859
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impact assessment óon the pros and cons of an agency approach covering a number of 

customs domainsô.  

Furthermore, the present initiative takes account of the recommendations by the Wise Persons 

Group. This independent group conducted stakeholder hearings and produced a report on the 

challenges facing the Customs Union. (28) The report concludes that óthe Customs Union is not 

ñfit for purposeô and that óthe EU Single Market is at riskô. óThese shortcomings call for an 

urgent structural change, which, building on the reforms already undertaken, would bring the 

Customs Union to the next level.ô The group presented ten concrete, inter-related 

recommendations as a package: they address the need to use and cross-check all sources of 

data, to enhance drastically the cooperation with other authorities, to provide a centralised 

customs governance, to enhance relationships with the economic operators through more 

facilitation in exchange of greater transparency and responsibility, to cope with e-commerce, to 

develop green customs, customs training, and a focus on the revenue gap.  

Finally, the current initiative also aims to further address the shortcomings identified by the 

European Court of Auditors regarding specific issues in the legal framework and 

implementation for import procedures (29), delays in IT development (30), and insufficient 

harmonisation in customs controls that hamper the EU financial interest (31), beyond the 

immediate steps already taken.  

2. PROBLEM DEFINITION  

2.1 What is the problem? 

The current system is not satisfactory. It is burdensome for legitimate trade. And customs 

authorities struggle in their mission to protect the EU, its financial interests, citizens, 

enterprises, the Single Market, and the environment. There are five problem areas: 

(i) Customs authorities struggle in their mission to protect the EU 

Since only a small share of imports and exports can be physically controlled, customs collect 

and analyse relevant information to identify risks and to determine the control action. This 

makes the risk management a determining factor in each Member State. However, customs 

risk management today is not entirely adequate to allow the customs authorities to fulfil its 

mission at EU level, because national risk management is defined according to the national 

circumstances, priorities and IT system capabilities without an EU dimension of risks, even if 

there is a common risk framework.  

- On financial risks, the European Court of Auditors identified structural challenges on 

the risk management of financial risks: (32) the lack of uniform application of customs 

controls and of harmonised risk management and analysis hampers EU financial 

interests. It limits the correct establishment and collection of the customs duties. This 

 
(28) The Wise Persons Group on the challenges facing the Customs Union was composed by 12 high-profile members with 

experience, in the public or the private sector, of customs matters, e-commerce, risk management, the international supply 

chain, IT and data analytics internal market legislation and international trade law. The group, led by Mrs. Arancha 

González Laya, former Minister of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation of Spain, conducted hearings with 

48 interlocutors and an open consultation. The report was published on 30 March 2022. 

(29) ECA special report No 19/2017: Import procedures: shortcomings in the legal framework and an ineffective 

implementation impact the financial interests of the EU 

(30) ECA special report No 26/2018: A series of delays in Customs IT systems: what went wrong? 

(31) ECA special report No 4/2021: Customs controls: insufficient harmonisation hampers EU financial interests  

(32) ECA special report No 4/2021: Customs controls: insufficient harmonisation hampers EU financial interests  

https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/customs-4/wise-persons-group-challenges-facing-customs-union-wpg_en
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/fb714d2e-0c3b-4a71-8ea6-030e02c64d3c_en?filename=WPG%20meetings%20participants.pdf
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/1445fe38-94f9-4336-9073-7d6274a8ea68_en?filename=20220211%20WPG%20contributions%20to%20public%20consultation.pdf
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-03/TAX-20-002-Future%20customs-REPORT_BIS_v5%20%28WEB%29.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR17_19/SR_CUSTOMS_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/DocItem.aspx?did=47201
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR21_04/SR_Customs_controls_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR21_04/SR_Customs_controls_EN.pdf
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results in a loss of revenue to the EU budget (section 2.2) and fails to protect EU 

production and legitimate trade from unfair competition. 

- On non-financial risks, the current risk management framework does not adequately 

address the increasing number of non-financial issues of concern for EU citizens in a 

globalised world (human rights, labour rights, sustainability, environmental protection, 

health, safety, peace, and security, etc.). The current performance on prohibitions and 

restrictions is weak. For example, Member States reported very low figures of refusals 

in the field of product compliance. (33) As a result, non-compliant products enter the 

EU Single Market, some of which might entail safety and security risk with potentially 

severe consequences. Customs supervision helps detect criminal activities that exploit 

legitimate trade flows (section 2.2).  

An additional difficulty is that customs must work with other authorities  across a wide range 

of challenges, but the quality and effectiveness of this co-operation is often sub-optimal and 

varies across the EU. The UCC interim evaluation reveals that óthe fact that the specific rules 

are the responsibility of other authorities (European or national / regional) is considered as a 

source of problems when coordination is missing.ô (34) The boundaries between the roles of 

Customs (generalists) and the large number of sectoral authorities (specialists) are defined in 

the sectoral legislation and are not always aligned with customs operational concepts. Customs 

is in the lead for co-ordinating controls at the border, but at EU level, there is no common risk 

management, strategy building or coordinated action with other competent authorities. Even at 

national level, the performance of this co-operation is weak. For example, in the field of 

product compliance, Member States report (35) a high share of cases where customs stop goods 

but must release them again because the sectoral authority did not respond within the legal 

deadline.  (36) 

The cooperation problems between customs and non-customs authorities are confirmed by the 

business respondents in the public consultation, who consider that a more effective sharing of 

information and data between national customs administrations and other authorities enforcing 

product requirements on imported goods is the third most important priority (very important 

for 114 (59%), quite important for 48 (25%)). Customs in the EU rely also on cooperation with 

and information from countries outside the EU. The potential of cooperation with the EUôs 

closest partners could be exploited more effectively, in particular through the exchange of 

information leading to better risk assessment and fighting the infringement or circumvention of 

trade rules. This has become more apparent in the context of the enforcement of the sanctions 

adopted vis-à-vis Russia following its attack on Ukraine.  

 

 
(33)  Source: óReport on controls on products entering the Union market with regard to product compliance in 2021ô drawn up 

in accordance with Article 25(6) of Regulation (EU) 2019/1020 on market surveillance and compliance of products; This 

report is marked as sensitive and accordingly not publicly available in accordance with the provisions of Article 4 of 

Regulation (EU) 1049/2001. 
(34)  óThe necessary coordination to ensure that prohibitions and restrictions are enforced consistently (e.g. in terms of data 

requirements, document formats, digitalisation, the timing and arrangements for carrying out controls, etc.) between 

customs and the competent authorities and the competent authorities for the sectoral legislation (such as market 

surveillance, phytosanitary requirements etc.) is limited, as it is mainly organised only via consultation activities.ô UCC 

interim evaluation  
(35)  Source: óReport on controls on products entering the Union market with regard to product compliance in 2021ô drawn up 

in accordance with Article 25(6) of Regulation (EU) 2019/1020 on market surveillance and compliance of products; This 

report is marked as sensitive and accordingly not publicly available in accordance with the provisions of Article 4 of 

Regulation (EU) 1049/2001. 
(36)  EU Regulation 2019/1020, customs must release goods it suspended, if the market surveillance authorities have not 

requested to maintain suspension or reached other conclusions. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022SC0158&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022SC0158&from=EN
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(ii) Compliance with customs formalities is burdensome for legitimate trade 

For every consignment, traders and carriers must collect the information several times and 

submit it to customs through dedicated IT systems, as described in the driver (section 2.3). The 

cost of these formalities for trade was recently brought into focus by Brexit. The Netherlands 

estimated in 2018 that the additional costs due to customs formalities between the Netherlands 

and the UK would range between EUR 387.2 million and EUR 627 million per year, and that 

simplifying or eliminating some formalities could reduce this. In 2019, UK priced the 

administrative burden of completing customs declarations for its trade in goods with the EU at 

£ 7.5 billion. (37) The cost for trade is assessed in Annex 9, section 3.3.  

(iii) The customs model is not fit for e-commerce 

Today, e-commerce represents more than twice the number of traditional trade transactions for 

only 0.4 % of the value. (38) This high number of transactions for a low value represents a 

challenge both for customs, which cannot properly supervise them, and for operators, which 

must comply with several reporting obligations per parcel.  

Parcels valued up to EUR 150 that are directly sent from a third country to a consignee in the 

EU are exempt from customs duties. (39) Until 2021, there was also a VAT exemption on 

imported goods. However, the Council decided to eliminate the VAT exemption to protect 

Member States' tax revenue, to create a level playing field for the businesses concerned and to 

minimise burdens on them.  (40) Accordingly, from July 2021, all imported goods are subject to 

VAT and covered by a digital customs declaration, including for goods valued up to EUR 150 

for which no customs duties are due.  

However, despite each parcel from July 2021 being reported to customs, customs authorities do 

not have the information to efficiently control whether the imported goods comply with EU 

non-financial requirements. Even checking compliance with financial requirements is 

challenging for customs. There is evidence of the systematic abuse of the 150 EUR threshold 

through undervaluing and splitting consignments. A study conducted by Copenhagen 

Economics in 2016 estimated that about 65% of the e-commerce consignments are undervalued 

in terms of customs duties. (41) In its special report on import procedures (42), the European 

Court of Auditors (ECA) concluded that the current customs IT clearance systems are not able 

to prevent the importation of goods that are ineligible for the customs duty relief, and this is 

not compensated for by ex-post controls and investigation plans. (43)  

 
(37) HMRC impact assessment for the movement of goods if the UK leaves the EU without a deal (third edition) - GOV.UK 

(www.gov.uk) 

(38)  From July to December 2021 ï the first six months of compulsory customs declaration for all goods imported into the EU 

irrespective of their value ï traditional trade in goods represented over 220 million import declarations for a value of EUR 

1 250 billion. In contrast, the Commission Surveillance system (SURV) recorded 490 million customs declarations related 

to e-commerce consignments, for a total declared value of EUR 4.8 billion. The amount of the value for e-commerce 

consignments is estimated to be higher than EUR 4.8 billion, because this only concern consignments accompanied by 

customs declarations. In fact, between July and October 2021, certain postal consignments with a value up-to EUR150 

could be declared by any other act, i.e. without a formal customs declaration. In addition, some Member States had initial 

problems with the SURV reporting of the simplified declaration data for e-commerce consignments (so called óH7 

declarationô). 

(39)  Article 23 of Duty Relief Regulation (Council Regulation 1186/2009 (Official Journal L 324 of 10/12/2009, p.1). 

(40) Council Directive (EU) 2017/2455, see footnote 9. 

(41)  Copenhagen Economics (2016), E-commerce imports into Europe: VAT and Customs treatment. 

(42)  ECA Special Report No. 19/2017 Import procedures: shortcomings in the legal framework and an ineffective 

implementation impact the financial interests of the EU 

(43)  ECA Special Report no 12/2019, points 81-88. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/hmrc-impact-assessment-for-the-movement-of-goods-if-the-uk-leaves-the-eu-without-a-deal/hmrc-impact-assessment-for-the-movement-of-goods-if-the-uk-leaves-the-eu-without-a-deal-third-edition#section-c
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/hmrc-impact-assessment-for-the-movement-of-goods-if-the-uk-leaves-the-eu-without-a-deal/hmrc-impact-assessment-for-the-movement-of-goods-if-the-uk-leaves-the-eu-without-a-deal-third-edition#section-c
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eca/special-reports/eu-customs-19-2017/en/
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eca/special-reports/eu-customs-19-2017/en/
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Competition is therefore distorted. The duty exemption favours third country e-commerce 

operators over traditional trade and EU retailers, which must pay customs duties when 

importing in bulk, and encourages the establishment of e-commerce distribution centres 

outside the EU.  

 (iv) Limited data quality, access, and analysis  

Customs risk analysis and controls rely on data. While most exchanges today are fully digital, 

there are problems with the collection, analysis and sharing of data. The declarant or 

representative compiles and submits information about a consignment from different supply 

chain actors, making data integration difficult and compromising data coherence and quality.  

The current customs processes require the data to be submitted to different national and 

common systems and the related Member States. (44) The Wise Persons Group also noted óthe 

different IT systems are often not interconnected. Data are not transferred from a declaration 

to another.ô (45) The information requested in a customs declaration focuses primarily on 

financial risks. Introducing additional information requirements, for example about the 

manufacturer, requires significant modifications to the 27 national IT systems. Indeed, the data 

is processed in separate national IT systems for each type of declaration. Therefore, the 

information is fragmented across different data bases and systems, making it difficult to ensure 

coherence and data integrity, which is essential in customs risk management, particularly for 

risk analysis at EU level. This reduces the capacity of customs to address undervaluation, non-

compliance, or security risks (section 2.3).  

Furthermore, the lack of a comprehensive legal framework in the UCC on exchange and use of 

data hampers its adequate sharing between national customs and with the Commission, with 

other authorities, or with partner countries. Overall, the UCC IT systems are designed for 

exchanging messages on a specific process step. This leads to exchanges of data elements 

without context which often makes them meaningless for data analysis.  

The European Court of Auditors identified several reasons for the increased cost and additional 

time necessary to build the UCC systems. (46) The UCC evaluation draws a mixed picture of 

the IT implementation, with positive aspects on the centrally developed components. (47)  

 (v) Member States diverge significantly in the application of the customs rules 

There is increasing evidence of these divergent practices in similar situations and despite 

applying the same rules, the Union Customs Code (UCC). In 2021, the ECA published its 

 
(44) For the UCC IT architecture see Commission Implementing Decision (EU) 2019/2151 of 13 December 2019 establishing 

the work programme relating to the development and deployment of the electronic systems provided for in the Union 

Customs Code (OJ L 325, 16.12.2019, p. 168). Other customs systems exist beyond the UCC, such as in the field of risk 

management and prohibitions and restrictions.  

(45)  The Wise Persons Group therefore recommended a new approach to data: rather than relying principally on customs 

declarations, to introduce a new approach to data, focussed on obtaining better quality data based on commercial sources, 

ensuring it is cross-validated along the chain, better shared among administrations, and better used for EU risk 

management. See report of the Wise Persons Group on the reform of the EU Customs Union 

(46) One of the aspects is the implementation approach óThe development approach selected was mostly decentralised. This 

was despite the fact that centralised implementation was the most cost efficient optionô ECA Special Report 26/2018, A 

series of delays in Customs IT systems: what went wrong? 

(47) óThe general view of the stakeholders (especially of the businesses) consulted in the context of the external study for 

achieving the full harmonisation of customs procedures and processes would be to rely entirely on common, centralised 

trans-European IT systems and to avoid the decentralised approach, which is not seen as ideal, mainly for its complexity. 

However, as national customs systems already existed before the UCC with significant investments from the Member 

States to cover their needs, the starting point for developing the IT systems has not always allowed the choice of the 

centralised approach: the transition costs would have been too high while the common solutions would not meet all needs 

and requirements as well as the existing national ones.ô UCC evaluation  

https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-03/TAX-20-002-Future%20customs-REPORT_BIS_v5%20%28WEB%29.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR18_26/SR_CUSTOMS_IT_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52022SC0158&from=EN
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report (48) on óCustoms controls: insufficient harmonisation hampers EU financial interestsô 

concluding that Member States differ significantly in the way they carry out risk management 

and customs controls, warning that óThis could allow non-compliant operators to target EU 

points of entry with lower levels of controlsô. The same conclusion results from two of the 

actions outlined in the CAP, namely the interim evaluation of the UCC (49) in 2021 and the 

Commission report on the methods and penalties for addressing non-compliance with the 

customs legislation. (50) These reveal that the UCC rules on simpler methods for providing 

information to customs, on risk management, on monitoring economic operators considered 

trustworthy (Authorised Economic Operators, AEO) and on penalties leave the Member States 

considerable discretion so that divergent practices emerge, and infringing the same UCC rule 

may entail an administrative penalty in one Member State and constitute a criminal offence in 

another. (51)  

Businesses confirm the divergent application of the UCC. In a large survey for an external 

study on AEO (almost 2000 replies), 28% of the 900 trustworthy operators active in more than 

one Member State consider that some of the benefits can vary significantly from one Member 

State to another. (52) In the public consultation, business representatives regularly dealing with 

multiple customs offices found that Member States execute similar operations in different ways 

also in other areas such as timing of clearance procedure, approach to representation, and 

interpretation of basic definitions and rules. For these business respondents, the most important 

goals to achieve in a customs reform are customs to act as one, in order to improve 

predictability for businesses, and simpler processes. 

Every national customs administration is responsible for its part of the Customs Union and the 

Customs Union does not have structural capabilities with a mandate to identify common 

priorities and allocate efforts to pursuing these priorities through coordinated action. The 

voluntary cooperation and limited joint actions have not delivered a uniform approach. This is 

even more obvious where the EU needs to react to geopolitical developments. The Customs 

Union is not sufficiently fit for the challenges posed by globalisation and digitalisation, nor has 

it been prepared for the green transition.  

The five problem areas are related and limit customsô ability to fulfil its role, with negative 

consequences (section 2.2). Although there are external factors, the cause of these problems 

can be found in the customs processes, data analysis and the governance framework (section 

2.3 on drivers). 

 
(48) ECA Special Report 04/2021, paragraph 62.  

(49) See the conclusions of UCC evaluation, page 51 onwards. 

(50)  Commission report to be published. 

(51) For example, Article 51 UCC provides for the following infringement: ñFailure of an economic operator to keep the 

documents and information related to the accomplishment of customs formalities by any accessible means for the period 

of time required by customsò. As penalty to this violation, 12 Member States impose an administrative sanction, 5 

Member States provide for both criminal and administrative sanctions, one Member State does not provide for a sanction 

and 9 Member States provide for criminal sanctions. 

(52) Study on the Authorised Economic Operator programme, Oxford Research, Ipsos, Wavestone, CT Strategies and 

Economisti Associati, 2022. The final report is not yet accepted. Of the 863 replies (out of 1973 total replies) to the 

question if AEO benefits were implemented differently between Member States, over half (53%) were not able to 

respond, while for 28% benefits across Member States differed at least to some extent (for 18% there were no noticeable 

differences). 
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2.2 Why is it a problem? 

Because of these problems (i) not all customs duties are collected, (ii) dangerous, non-

compliant or counterfeit products still enter or exit the EU Single Market, and (iii ) illegal 

goods are smuggled into the EU. 

(i) Loss of revenue  

Customs duties on imported goods are a Traditional Own Resource for the EU budget and 

contributed EUR 18.6 billion in 2021. Where goods are imported without paying the full and 

correct customs duty (and VAT on import), this undermines the financial interests of the EU 

and its Member States. This is often referred to as the ócustoms gapô. (53) While a precise 

quantification is not yet available, a recent example gives an impression of the scope. 

Investigations by OLAF discovered that textiles and footwear from China were imported on 

falsely low values for years, including by abusing the ócustoms procedure 42ô - a business 

facilitation under which customs duties are paid at importation and VAT is paid later in the 

Member State of destination. (54) As mentioned above, imports are often undervalued. 

Furthermore, not all duties assessed are paid - the established and estimated amount of unpaid 

duties was EUR 523.8 million in 2021. Another example is a recent pilot reporting exercise 

involving 20 Member States. During post-release controls, irregularities amounting to EUR 

512.6 million in duties and VAT at import in 2021 were detected. (55)  

(ii) Non-compliant and dangerous products enter the EU Single Market 

This concerns rules and standards in the EU, which also apply to goods that are imported. For 

example, rules on product safety, chemicals, food, contact materials, and other health or 

environmental considerations. There are serious weaknesses in the control of products entering 

the EU, which puts at risk the safety and security of EU citizens. Notified problems are three 

times more often identified on imported than on EU-manufactured products. (56) Studies and 

enforcement actions on the EU market consistently show the high non-compliance rates of 

imported products in different manufacturing sectors, such as chemicals (57) or toys (58), with 

 
(53) The Commission is working on a methodology to estimate this amount, which results from phenomena such as 

undervaluation, misdeclaration of the origin and misclassification of the goods, and smuggling. 

(54) The largest of OLAFôs investigations concerned imports through the UK between 2013 and 2016. See European Court of 

Justice Case C-213/19 European Commission v United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. The abuse of 

customs, procedure 42 was also regularly highlighted by the European Court of Auditors (see ECA, Special Report no 

13/2011, Does the control of customs procedure 42 prevent and detect VAT evasion? ECA Special Report no 19/2017; 

ECA Special Report no 12/2019). 

(55) Customs Union Performance (CUP) report 2021. 

(56) According to data from RAPEX/Safety gate from 2011 to 2021, between 75 and 77% of the total notifications concerned 

products with an origin outside the EU/EEA. This figure seems stable over the years: from 2010 to 2016, while imported 

products represented 30% of EU consumption, 75% of them were the object of an alert in RAPEX/Safety Gate (see also: 

Commission staff working document refit evaluation Accompanying the Proposal for a Regulation of the European 

Parliament and of the Council laying down rules and procedures for compliance with and enforcement of Union 

harmonisation legislation on products (SWD/2017/0469). In addition to the above, more than half of respondents to public 

consultations carried out in this context have experienced non-compliance of products imported from non-EU countries 

and agree on making more controls on products entering the EU. 

(57) Based on the latest REACH and CLP enforcement report, up to 28% of imports are not compliant with REACH and the 

Classification, Labelling and Packaging (CLP) Regulation. The Commission Communication on chemicals strategy for 

sustainability towards a toxic-free environment currently states that almost 30% of the alerts on dangerous products on the 

market involve risks due to chemicals, with almost 90% of those products coming from outside the EU20. According to a 

recent CEFIC (European Chemical Industry Council) report, in 2020 80 % of non-compliant articles containing banned or 

restricted chemicals comes from outside the EU/EEA. 

(58) Over the period 2016-2021, dangerous toys found on the EU market represented more than a fourth of total RAPEX / 

Safety Gate alerts, with a significant proportion of unsafe toys originating from non-EU countries (85% from China 

alone).  See Impact assessment study on a possible revision of the Toy Safety Directive 2009/48/EC ï VVA, CSES and 

Asterisk Research and Analysis, September 2022. 
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particular concerns in the area of e-commerce. (59) In the public consultation on this reform, 

128 respondents (68%) considered it easy to buy non-compliant or counterfeit goods 

online. (60)   

In 2019, consumers suffered financial loss of a total estimated value of EUR 19.3 billion from 

purchasing unsafe products that they would not have purchased if they knew these products 

were unsafe and should not have been on the market in the first place; (61) this loss is expected 

to reach EUR 20.8 billion by 2025 and almost EUR 22 billion by 2034. (62) Total detriment to 

EU consumers and society from product-related injuries and premature deaths is estimated to 

be EUR 76.6 billion per year; perhaps 15% of accidents could have been prevented if the 

products were safe (implying preventable damage due to product-related accidents of around 

EUR 11.5 billion per year). (63)  

An OECD study on counterfeited goods estimates that for 2019, imports of counterfeit and 

pirated products into the EU amounted to EUR 119 billion ï up to 5.8% of all EU 

imports. (64) From 2017 to 2019, there were almost 230 000 seizures of dangerous goods 

entering the EU. (65) The study estimates the global problem at 2.5% of world trade. About one 

third of counterfeited and pirated goods are dangerous fakes (food, medicine, cosmetics, toys, 

etc). 

Imports of counterfeit and pirated products into the EU translate into a loss of profit, jobs and 

revenues of legitimate businesses. (66) This issue is particularly relevant for small and medium 

size enterprises (SMEs): for example, an estimated 99% of the EUôs toy companies were SMEs 

as of 2020, employing about 2/3 of the sector; this industry faces persistent unfair competition 

from non-compliant toy imports. A case study on toys is included in Annex 9. 

Also, exports must comply with the rules. For example, the EU controls the export of dual-use 

items to prevent the proliferation of weapons (67), waste shipments to ensure that waste is 

managed in an environmentally sustainable way (68) and, further to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

monitors the export of vaccines to third countries. (69)  

 

 
(59) See for example BEUC, Two-thirds of 250 products bought online fail to meet safety tests, February 2020; Products from 

online marketplaces continue to fail safety tests, March 2022. 

(60) Furthermore, only 10.4% of the respondents consider that the Customs Union has a very positive contribution in ensuring 

compliance with EU standards (animal and plant health, product safety, environment protection), and just 3% of them 

think the same regarding compliance with intellectual property rights and industrial protection rules.   

(61)  Impact assessment accompanying the document óProposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council 

on general product safetyô (SWD (2021) 168 final), p.11. 

(62)  Ibid, p.31 

(63)  Ibid, p.11. 

(64) OECD/EUIPO (2021), Global Trade in Fakes: A Worrying Threat, Illicit Trade, OECD Publishing, Paris. 

(65) OECD/EUIPO (2022), Dangerous Fakes: Trade in Counterfeit Goods that Pose Health, Safety and Environmental Risks, 

Illicit Trade, OECD Publishing, Paris,  

(66) The European Union Intellectual Property Office has estimated lost sales in 11 sectors in the EU as a result of 

counterfeiting. These losses totalled more than EUR 83 billion per year during the period 2013-2017. In addition, more 

than 671 000 jobs in legitimate businesses were lost, and the Member States lost EUR 15 billion per year in tax revenue 

(European Union Intellectual Property Office, 2020 status report on IPR infringement). 

(67) Regulation (EU) 2021/821 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 May 2021 setting up a Union regime for 

the control of exports, brokering, technical assistance, transit and transfer of dual-use items (recast) (OJ L 206, 11.6.2021, 

p. 1). 

(68) Commission Regulation (EC) No 1418/2007 of 29 November 2007 concerning the export for recovery of certain waste 

listed in Annex III or IIIA to Regulation (EC) No 1013/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council to certain 

countries to which the OECD Decision on the control of transboundary movements of wastes does not apply (OJ L 316, 

4.12.2007, p. 6). 

(69) Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2021/2071 of 25 November 2021 subjecting certain vaccines and active 

substances used for the manufacture of such vaccines to export surveillance (OJ L 421, 26.11.2021, p. 52). 

https://www.beuc.eu/press-releases/two-thirds-250-products-bought-online-marketplaces-fail-safety-tests-consumer-groups
https://www.beuc.eu/reports/products-online-marketplaces-continue-fail-safety-tests
https://www.beuc.eu/reports/products-online-marketplaces-continue-fail-safety-tests
https://doi.org/10.1787/74c81154-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/117e352b-en
https://euipo.europa.eu/tunnel-web/secure/webdav/guest/document_library/observatory/documents/reports/2020_Status_Report_on_IPR_infringement/2020_Status_Report_on_IPR_infringement_en.pdf
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(iii ) Criminal activities exploit trade flows to smuggle illegal goods 

Criminal networks exploit trade flows, smuggling drugs, weapons or cultural goods. Customs 

controls detect increasing numbers of illegal goods. In 2021, a record of 592 tonnes of drugs 

were seized, and a record amount of 4.7 billion pieces of tobacco products. The 6.496 pieces of 

firearms seized are an increase of 58% compared to 2020, the seized ammunition grew by 

460%. Other fraud schemes include infringement on intellectual property, or undeclared 

movements of cash. E-commerce flows are also exploited by criminals. (70) Smuggling routes 

adjust to increased control activities of customs in one country. Customs risk management and 

the cooperation with law enforcement bodies are key. (71) 

These problems are perceived by customs administration and public stakeholders. In the 

Reflection Group on the customs reform, most Member States shared the impression that 

customs today is squeezed, with a dramatic increase in declarations in e-commerce on the one 

hand, and a continuous increase of tasks regarding prohibitions and restrictions on the other. 

Business and civil society stakeholder expressed their views on the current situation in the 

public consultation. The feedback from 194 respondents has a good distribution across the EU 

and includes SMEs (details Annex 3). Overall, the opinions of respondents show room for 

improvement for different policy aspects.  

Figure 2 ï Results of the public consultation on customs contribution to different policy objectives - Source DG 

TAXUD 

 
(70) Counterfeiters have taken advantage of the new business opportunities generated by the rise of e-commerce in multiple 

ways. Distribution of counterfeit goods is done increasingly online, and although some counterfeiters use the dark web, 

the majority of counterfeit activities happens in legitimate surface web platforms. IP criminals use legal business 

structures to obscure their operations. Moreover, counterfeit items are increasingly entering the EU in the form of small 

parcels. These trends have been intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, as criminal networks adapted to the changing 

demand and took advantage of new business opportunities. See EUIPO & Europol (2022), Intellectual Property Crime 

Threat Assessment 2022, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg| Europol (europa.eu) 

(71) In this context, see the European Multidisciplinary Platform Against Criminal Threats (EMPACT), the EU flagship 

instrument for multidisciplinary and multiagency operational cooperation to fight organised crime at an EU level. It is 

based on an integrated approach to EU internal security, involving measures that range from external border controls, 

police, customs and judicial cooperation to information management, innovation, training, prevention and the external 

dimension of internal security, as well as public-private partnerships where appropriate. 

https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-events/publications/intellectual-property-crime-threat-assessment-2022
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/law-enforcement-cooperation/operational-cooperation/empact-fighting-crime-together_en
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2.3 What are the problem drivers? 

The key problems above have three main drivers: (i) inadequate and complex customs 

processes in the UCC, (ii) a fragmented UCC digitalisation model and (iii) a fragmented and 

inefficient governance. They occur against a backdrop of external developments which 

accentuate the challenges of the system: more declarations, because of the rise of e-commerce 

trade, and more tasks, because of additional prohibitions and restrictions.  

(i) The inadequacy and excessive complexity of the customs processes 

The Union Customs Code (UCC) is the main legal and IT framework for customs processes in 

the EU customs territory. In essence, the UCC defines who must (or may) do what and 

when (72) and, as explained in the legal context, is the basis to apply other pieces of legislation, 

such as the Duty Relief Regulation and VAT. As the UCC evaluation highlights, the UCCôs 

most innovative feature is requiring that all communications between customs authorities, 

economic operators and the Commission be digital. The modernisation triggered by the 2016 

UCC reform mostly consisted in digitalising existing customs processes. This in turn means 

that each step of the customs processes depends on an IT system. This section and the next will 

illustrate how this feature, while being positive in a digital world, has unintendedly caused 

(part of) the difficulties of customs to fulfil its mission, the poor data quality and the high 

administrative compliance costs for businesses.  

As the ECA noted already in 2017, (73) the entry process of foreign goods into the Union is 

particularly complex. Traders must provide information to the customs authorities on each 

consignment at five different steps: (i) before the goods are loaded for or arrive in the Union, 

(ii) when the plane or the vessel arrives, (iii) when they present the goods to customs, (iv) if  the 

goods are temporarily stored and (v) when the goods are to be placed on the Union market.  

 
(72)  The UCC also provides rules on common rules on the customs authoritiesô decisions, on how to calculate the customs 

debt and on the use of guarantees. 
(73)  SR_CUSTOMS_EN.pdf (europa.eu) 

https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR17_19/SR_CUSTOMS_EN.pdf
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Figure 3 ï Illustration of current customs procedures for one consignment on import - Source DG TAXUD

 

Each step serves a different purpose and for that reason part of the information that the operator 

must provide for each consignment varies from one step to another. Yet, the process results in 

requirements which are both inadequate and excessive, particularly where they apply to the 

billions of e-commerce parcels:  

- The customs duty exemption for goods valued up to EUR 150 and no VAT exemption. 

The customs duty exemption for low-value goods was enacted in 1983 and increased in 

1991 and in 2008. A VAT exemption for imported goods also existed. Both were justified 

in the excessive administrative burden for charging low customs duties or VAT on low 

value goods. The Council decided to eliminate the VAT exemption for low-value imported 

goods and to provide a One Stop Shop (IOSS) for e-commerce intermediaries selling 

foreign goods to European consumers, allowing them to collect the import VAT at the 

moment of sale instead of collecting it when the goods enter the Union market. To check 

whether VAT was charged at the moment of the sale or needs to be collected at the border, 

all parcels must be declared to customs upon arrival to the EU. According to the 

Commission evaluation (74) of the VAT rules, eliminating the VAT exemption for low 

value imports has been a success. In the first 6 months, Member States collected EUR 1.9 

billion in VAT and both the tax and customs authorities now have data on e-commerce 

transactions. However, the difference between VAT and customs rules on e-commerce 

renders the system very complex for all involved (VAT applicable on all goods, customs 

duties applicable from EUR 150; VAT collected and declared at sale by platforms but 

checked at arrival when postal and express operators declare the goods to customs). 

 
(74)  See Commission Staff Working Document impact assessment report accompanying the proposal for a Council directive 

amending Directive 2006/112/EC as regards VAT rules for the digital age (SWD(2022) 393 final).  

https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-12/Impact%20Assessment%20-%20VAT%20in%20the%20Digital%20Age.pdf
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Platforms complain that VAT is sometimes charged twice. Express couriers and postal 

operators argue that they must declare goods for which they have no data because they are 

not part of the original sale. Consumers often refuse the goods because postal operators 

charge an unexpected fee for compliance with customs formalities. (75) Customs complain 

that their IT systems cannot cope with the volume of declarations and that it is not worth to 

check whether the parcels are artificially undervalued below EUR 150 to claim a very 

limited amount of duty to the consumer, or for which there is no customs duty to collect. 

- Difficulty to follow consignments in the EU: the UCC allows economic operators to 

combine and replace the five steps of the import process. This responds to different 

business needs (goods entering a Union port just for transhipment need different 

information than those being placed in the Union market). The multiple options make it 

very difficult for customs to follow the movement of the consignment in the Union.   

- Unclear responsibilities: the UCC allows several actors to provide the information in each 

step. The carrier, the importer, the representative, the holder of the goods, the holder of the 

procedure or even óany person able to provide the required informationô may submit the 

information. No operator bears the full responsibility for the entire supply chain, making it 

difficult for customs to properly address non-compliance. Literature (76) identified the lack 

of clarity of the role of the declarant, who assumes responsibility for the financial 

obligation, the customs duties, but leaves to the importer the responsibility for the non-

financial requirements, in line with the non-customs legislation (77). In e-commerce, the EU 

consumers having ordered the goods online become the declarants and the importers, even 

if in most cases no duties are due because the goods are below EUR 150. Yet, the non-

customs legislation is not intended to impose compliance requirements on consumers and 

generally the consumers are not providing the information to customs. 

- Rigid data format: By contrast, the UCC defines in exact detail in a unique format the 

information to be provided at each step for each consignment. The UCC interim evaluation 

signals the huge effort in harmonising the data requirements to facilitate the interoperability 

of the IT systems across all Member States, the harmonised application of the rules, and 

alignment with international customs data models. However, it also notes that traders 

perceive it as an increasing burden because they need to update their systems and because 

national customs authorities still require certain additional data elements. Furthermore, that 

information is normally sufficient for customs to calculate the customs debt but not to 

assess compliance with other requirements. For that purpose, essential data elements are 

missing, such as the manufacturer and the supplier of the goods. Furthermore, the 

combined nomenclature (CN), under which customs classify and identify goods based on 

WCO international standards, is not systematically used for the definition and classification 

of manufactured products in EU sectoral legislation. It makes it difficult to identify specific 

products in customs procedures and to link CN codes with specific requirements applicable 

to these products in non-customs legislation. 

- The ambiguous definition of the person responsible for the information, combined with the 

rigid definition of the information to be provided often results in the poor quality of the 

data that customs receive, as there is no certainty that the information is being required 

from the operator best placed to have it. An example is e-commerce, where the postal or 

express operator, on behalf of the consumer, informs customs about the value of the goods, 

 
(75)  A survey conducted by PostNord concluded that the clarity on the final price is an important factor when ordering goods 

from outside the EU e-commerce-in-europe-2020.pdf (postnord.se) 

(76)  Tom WALSH, European Union Customs Code, 2015, Kluwer, p.110. Frank HEIJMANN, Customs: Inside Anywhere, 

Insights Everywhere, Trichis, p. 358. 
(77)  Article 4 of Market Surveillance Regulation, for instance. 

https://www.postnord.se/siteassets/pdf/rapporter/e-commerce-in-europe-2020.pdf
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based on information that the sender has given in the origin country. However, that foreign 

sender has often not taken part in the original transaction between the European consumer 

and the EU-based e-commerce intermediary so it might provide a lower value.  

- Finally, for some steps, the UCC does not clearly define the consequences of not providing 

the information. This is then entirely left to the Member Stateôs legislation (78) and 

introduces an important element of distortion in the Customs Union. Part of the UCC 

solution to that problem is a ñrewardò to reliable traders, the AEOs. These trustworthy 

traders enter a partnership with customs to have access to simpler customs procedures in 

exchange for carrying out certain tasks. However, monitoring their compliance has become 

challenging, as revealed by the UCC interim evaluation (section 2.2.). 

These mismatches make the customs authoritiesô task to collect and protect difficult. To 

balance needs and resources, the UCC requires the Member States to base their controls on 

automated risk management. The Member States must therefore carry out risk management 

and decide what to control and they do so based on national systems and national data, without 

an EU-wide perspective. According to the UCC, the Commissionôs role is to prepare common 

risk criteria in legal implementing acts, operating some IT systems, and sharing risk 

information. The Commission may also organise common priority control areas. 

By contrast to the entry process, the UCC exit process is simpler. It requires economic 

operators to provide the customs authorities with information on goods exiting the Union on 

only two steps: (i) the exporters must provide customs with certain information once it is 

known that the goods are to exit, so that customs can react if necessary and (ii) the carrier must 

inform about the exit of the goods from the Union. 

Finally, the efforts in harmonising rules have resulted in rigidity  for crisis management. For 

instance, during the COVID crisis, most Member States were allowing operators to defer the 

payment of taxes without guarantees except for customs debts, because the UCC often requires 

a guarantee for referral and does not foresee any ñforce majeureò clause. 

(ii) Fragmented and complex customs digitalisation 

Access to all relevant data to exploit it by cross-checking using artificial intelligence is a major 

objective pursued in all domains by governments and companies, empowering them to trace 

behaviours and habits and further adapt their strategies. Big data is today driving the digital 

revolution.  

Customs is a pioneer in digitalization. From 2003, (79)  there is the ambition of creating a 

simple and paperless environment for customs and trade. Today 99% of tradersô information to 

customs is digital and customs systems react automatically, in less than 5 minutes for 87.3% of 

the cases.  

As mentioned above, one of the main goals of the UCC is to complete this achievement by 

requiring a fully electronic environment for the customs authorities and economic operators, to 

complete customs formalities via the deployment of a number of electronic systems. While 

 
(78)  According to the UCC, Member States must foresee effective, proportionate and dissuasive penalties for failure to comply 

with the customs legislation. 
(79)  The Council Resolution introducing a paperless environment for customs already called on the Commission to draw a 

multiannual aiming at creating a European electronic environment. The same principle is in the Decision on electronic 

customs in late 2008 [Decision No 70/2008/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 January 2008 on a 

paperless environment for customs and trade (OJ L 23, 26.1.2008, p.21)]. The Modernised Customs Code (MCC) also 

required electronic customs (Regulation (EC) No 450/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 April 

2008 laying down the Community Customs Code (Modernised Customs Code) (OJ L 145, 4.6.2008, p. 1ï64)]. The MCC 

was recast into the UCC to adapt it to the Lisbon Treaty. 
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originally foreseen to be completed by 2020, the date for final delivery of the UCC IT systems 

has been postponed to 2025 due to delays in implementation both at Commission and Member 

States level, linked to the complexity of the developments. Both the ECA (80) and the 

Commission (81) found that the ambitious tasks proved more complex than initially envisaged, 

due to their decentralized nature, the lack of resources and the changing scope in projects. 

However, once implemented, the UCC IT systems will significantly improve the customs 

electronic environment, particularly for economic operators active in various Member States. 

While in 2022 an economic operator wishing to complete the formalities for the 

aforementioned entry and exit processes throughout the Union needs connection to national 

189 IT systems, in 2025 it will óonlyô need 111 connections, a decrease of 41%.  

This figure shows that the UCC digitalization model, while bringing significant benefits and 

being therefore necessary to complete, remains complex and fragmented. The model has 

contributed to the poor data quality for customs to fulfil its mission, to the divergent 

implementation of the customs rules and to high businessesô administrative compliance costs, 

as follows:  

- The UCC foresees a specific, normally national, IT system for each step of the process that 

was illustrated in figure 1. Those national IT systems are not necessarily interconnected, 

not even within one Member State. Operators have therefore limited (if any) possibilities to 

save in compliance by reusing the data on a specific consignment for several steps. 

- Economic operators provide the information on several national IT systems, which are 

similar but not identical . For operators, there are 27 separate customs IT environments, 

even if there is only one Customs Union. A notable exception is the Commission-built IT 

system to provide the pre-loading and pre-arrival information, Import Control System or 

ICS2, which provides a unique trader portal for the entire Union. The Commission has also 

built a series of trans-European systems to connect the national interfaces to enable 

operators to complete some formalities from a single location (one stop shop). However, 

until all national interfaces are updated in 2025, the operators will  not perceive that benefit. 

- The national IT systems produce national databases. Therefore, neither the Member States 

nor the Commission have an overview of the consignments or the operators for risk 

management purposes. Member States conduct their risk analysis based on national data. 

The Commission has no access to those data, not even to the data stored on the trans-

European systems that the Commission has built and manages. The exceptions are the 

statistical collection of trade data called ósurveillanceô and a secured system to exchange 

information on specific risks (CRMS).  (82) 

- Maintaining and managing these 27+1 parallel IT environments is costly for the EU and 

Member States. Any change or adaptation is lengthy, requiring a minimum of 2 years. 

- From a personal data protection point of view, the UCC digitalisation model was in line 

with the spirit of Directive 95/46/EC (83), but it has shown its limits under the new 

paradigm established by the General Data Protection Regulation, where obligations for data 

controllers and processors are more detailed, and the exercise of data subjectsô rights is 

fully harmonised.  

 
(80)  See European Court of Auditors Special Report No 26/2018: A series of delays in Customs IT systems: what went wrong?   
(81)  Regulation (EU) 2019/632 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 April 2019 amending Regulation (EU) 

No 952/2013 to prolong the transitional use of means other than the electronic data-processing techniques provided for in 

the Union Customs Code (OJ L 111, 25.4.2019, p. 54). 
(82) The data are in Annexes 23-01, 23-02 and 23-03 of the UCC Implementing Act. 

(83) Directive 95/46/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 October 1995 on the protection of individuals 

with regards to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data (OJ L 281, 23.11.1995, p. 31). 
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- The IT systems were conceived with the financial role of customs in mind. The 

information therein is therefore sufficient to calculate the customs duties, but it is not 

adequate for enforcing the non-financial requirements. The EU Single Window 

Environment for Customs initiative intervenes in this area, by ensuring that certain Union 

non-customs systems (agriculture, for instance) are made interoperable with national 

customs systems and that information on the compliance of non-customs formalities is 

exchanged between them. However, such intervention is strongly dependent on how the 

sectoral policy is designed, including whether IT tools exists. In addition, the EU Single 

Window Environment for Customs does not deal with risk management and the associated 

identification of priorities of controls.  

(iii) Fragmented Customs Union governance structure  

The governance of the Customs Union is largely unchanged since its creation in 1968. There 

has been no significant evolution in its strategic and operational management, making it less 

able to face current and future challenges.  

The responsibility for the implementation of the customs legislation is shared between the 

Member States and the Union. The Lisbon Treaty established that the Customs Union is an 

exclusive competence of the EU and that the internal market is a shared competence. 

Therefore, the EU has exercised its competences by adopting a common legal framework, the 

Union Customs Code (UCC).  

Member States implement the customs rules and processes. (84) The Commission is 

empowered to adopt, subject to a positive opinion from the Member States in the Customs 

Code Committee, implementing acts to establish more uniform conditions for the 

implementation. The Commission also has the power to adopt delegated acts following 

consultation of Member States in the expert group with the scrutiny of the Council and the 

European Parliament.  (85) 

The Customs Policy Group, an expert group composed of the directors general of national 

customs administrations, advises the Commission on strategic customs policy issues, and 

facilitates the exchange of views between the Commission and the Member States on customs 

policy; it is not a decision-making forum. (86) In the Council, the Customs Union Working 

Party, beyond its legislative role, meets regularly though not systematically in the formation of 

customs directors general (the so-called óHigh-Level Working Partyô on Customs or HLWP) to 

discuss governance matters. 

The aforementioned legal and legislative process and strategic fora have proven insufficient to 

achieve a órealô Customs Union in which legislation is applied uniformly by all Member States 

and risks are equally covered wherever the goods enter or leave the customs territory based on 

common, coordinated action. Additional policy and governance instruments have therefore 

been put in place for better operational coordination and cooperation, and to support more 

uniform implementation of the rules on the ground: 

 
(84) Pursuant to Article 291 TFEU, Member States remain responsible for implementing and applying legally binding Union 

acts, including the customs legislation. That same provision allows that Union acts empower the Commission to adopt 

implementing rules where uniform conditions are needed for implementing Union legislation. This is often referred to as 

óComitologyô. 
(85) Register of Commission expert groups and other similar entities (europa.eu). 

(86) See Commission Register of Expert Groups, code E00944. 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/expert-groups-explained?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/expert-groups/consult?lang=en&groupID=944
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- The Commission develops guidance and coordinates the sharing of risk information but is 

limited by the powers conferred to it in the operational domain and by the lack of ócritical 

massô (87) for performing these tasks. 

- The Customs Control Equipment programme, (88) provides financing to equip the customs 

offices with detection control equipment at the border. The Commission is entrusted with 

the implementation of the programme.  

- The Customs programme for cooperation in the field of customs (89), also provides 

financing to facilitate and enhance customs cooperation between national customs 

authorities, and to build their administrative, human and information technology (IT) 

capacity. The Commission is entrusted with the implementation of the programme. Part of 

the fund is used to finance Expert Teams, a structured form of enhanced operational 

cooperation on a thematic or geographical basis. Participation is however voluntary and 

therefore concerns only interested Member States. Expert teams are further limited by their 

lack of administrative and legal status and are not competent to take decisions on 

participants. Finally, the administrative and budgetary management is a significant burden 

for Member States. Despite these limitations, the positive and tangible results of several 

expert teams have shown the Customs Union would benefit from more and better organised 

operational coordination and cooperation. The Customs Eastern and South-Eastern Land 

Border Expert Team (CELBET) (90) made progress on a common approach to risk 

management, joint controls, border crossing pointsô diagnostics, common training and 

centres of excellences, and cooperation with border guards and neighbouring countries. 

Considering the limitations inherent to expert teams and driven by their positive 

experiences within CELBET, the customs Directors General from the 11 participating 

Member States unanimously called for the creation of an EU customs agency in November 

2021. 

Overall, the current governance structure is not fit for purpose. De facto, the Customs Union is 

managed by means of legislative and non-legislative tools that are not designed for that scope 

and making it difficult to adapt the customs systems and procedures in cases of crisis. A 

political prioritisation of areas for common, coordinated action in risk management does not 

exist. Priorities are determined mainly at national level, according to national political 

preferences, and not following a Union approach required for a homogenous enforcement of 

the rules and an appropriate protection of the Single Market by Customs. Over time, the 

multiplication of committees, expert groups, project groups and expert teams dealing with 

customs matters has resulted in a major co-ordination challenge, further fragmenting the 

governance. There are many layers of customs activity but there is no strategic coherence. The 

operational management of the Customs Union is not coordinated and depends on the 

willingness of Member States to cooperate.  

 
(87) In this context, critical mass means sufficient operational experts with the tools and mandate to organise and drive 

delivery of operational results; to bring the necessary step change in operational approach to ñget things doneò. 

(88) Regulation (EU) 2021/1077 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 establishing, as part of the 

Integrated Border Management Fund, the instrument for financial support for customs control equipment (OJ L 234, 

2.7.2021, p. 1). 

(89) Regulation (EU) 2021/444 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 March 2021 establishing the Customs 

programme for cooperation in the field of customs and repealing Regulation (EU) No 1294/2013 (OJ L 87, 15.3.2021, p. 

1). 

(90) https://www.celbet.eu/  

https://www.celbet.eu/
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2.4 How likely is the problem to persist? 

A number of actions foreseen in the Customs Action Plan will have a certain positive effect 

towards 2025. The Union Customs Code includes a simplification for trade that is still under 

development (centralised clearance). Furthermore, the Customs Action Plan has successfully 

implemented the Customs Control Equipment Instrument, the interoperability study for law-

enforcement, and the EU Single Window environment for customs. They all bring some 

improvements and are included in the dynamic baseline (section 5.1) against which the current 

initiative will be evaluated. 

However, the previous sections show that the problems derive from structural elements of the 

Customs Union. The divergence between Member States has its roots in the national 

responsibilities for parts of the Customs Union, without an EU perspective. The fragmentation 

of data is directly linked to the approach to IT systems and to the individual customs processes. 

Despite the consistent efforts to óact as oneô, the cooperation between customs authorities has 

not reduced the divergent operational implementation. The cooperation with other authorities 

remains inefficient, and predominantly at national level. More effort in the same system does 

not bring a solution. The independent Wise Person Group similarly concluded in 2022: óThere 

is a need for systemic change both in terms of Customs processes and in putting more Union in 

the European Customs. This is today an urgent matter of strategic sovereignty and reinforced 

resilience.ô 

The trends identified in the foresight report affecting the work of customs in 2040, such as 

larger trade volumes, increasingly complex non-customs regulatory environment for products, 

growing use of technology and enlarged access to, use and analysis of data implying new skills 

for customs officers, do not align with the current capacity of customs. 

The urgency becomes also visible in the dramatic increase of declarations. And while the 

number of controls increased, the proportion of goods controlled dropped. In July 2021, a new 

customs reporting obligation on e-commerce became applicable. This made a trend visible that 

is confirmed by two different reporting systems: 

Figure 4 Evolution of customs declarations (2016-2021) ï Source DG TAXUD° 

On the left hand, the statistical reporting in the óSurveillance 3ô system shows that the number 

of declarations (orange) surges with the new reporting obligation for low value parcels in July 

2021 from 35 million to over 100 million. It further shows this increase is not caused only by 

the overall increase in trade (blue). On the right hand, the internal reporting of customs 

administrations under the óCustoms Union performanceô project shows the increase in 

declarations for one customs officer on average. The increase is steadier because of the 

reporting decisions in each Member State. For the year 2021, the blue line visualise the 
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additional challenge e-commerce presents for customs supervision and compliance with both 

the financial and non-financial rules. The red line makes it apparent that e-commerce adds to a 

trend of an already increasingly strained customs system.  

Without addressing the customs processes, the IT customs environment and the governance, 

the current difficulties customs have in performing their duties are thus likely to increase 

significantly.  

PROBLEM TREE  

Problem tree ï Source DG TAXUD 

 

 

 

3. WHY SHOULD THE EU ACT? 

Article 3(1) TFEU establishes that the Customs Union is an exclusive competence of the EU. 

This carries the consequence that only the Union can legislate and adopt legally binding acts. 

The Member States can do so only if empowered by the Union or for the implementation of 

Union acts. In addition, the internal market is a shared competence pursuant to Article 4(2)(a) 

TFEU. In shared competences, the Member States can adopt legally binding acts only where 

the Union has not exercised its competence. In the customs area, rules regulate the Customs 

Union (tariff, quotas and alike) and the internal market (i.e., abolition of internal frontiers and 

achievement of free movement of goods). For that reason, the Union Customs Code (UCC), is 

based also on Article 114 TFEU. In either case, to the extent the EU has exercised its 

competences by adopting common rules, Member States are precluded from adopting their 

own customs legislation. Any revision of that framework should therefore occur at Union level.  

The UCC is based also on Articles 33 and 207 TFEU, according to which, the European 

Parliament and the Council, acting in accordance with the ordinary legislative procedure, take 

measures in order to strengthen customs cooperation between Member States and between the 

latter and the Commission. In addition, Article 207 gives the European Parliament and the 

Council the right to adopt measures defining the framework for implementing the common 

commercial policy. Given the broad scope of the initiative as described in the above sections, 

the revision of the UCC will include trade facilitation and supervision aspects that go beyond 

the cooperation between customs authorities, in accordance with the applicable international 

framework for trade policy with third countries. 
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However, the common rules and processes established at EU level in the UCC must be 

implemented by Member States. As previously detailed, the existing framework has 

encountered problems in terms of uniform implementation and harmonisation, generating a 

fragmentation of processes, practices and approaches that puts the Customs Union at risk. Such 

fragmentation and related consequences cannot be solved at national level. A revised, 

comprehensive, and detailed set of rules ensuring that customs can act as one and implement 

the rules in the same way is necessary.  

 

4. OBJECTIVES : WHAT IS TO BE ACHIEVED ? 

4.1 General objective 

Customs is the only comprehensive capability of the EU to supervise international supply 

chains and all goods crossing the external borders. The customs authorities supervise the flow 

of goods in and out of the EU for ensuring compliance with a broad range of requirements 

across different policy domains. Customs authorities are therefore at the centre and the 

guardians of the Single Market. After being cleared in one Member State, goods move freely 

within the Customs Union. As a result, the Customs Union is only as strong as its weakest link. 

The proposed reform aims at ensuring a framework that better allows customs authoritiesô 

action across all the EU, to act as one, to be effective in identifying and stopping non-

compliant goods and customs duties avoidance and efficient in carrying out those controls with 

the lowest possible burden both for the authorities and for trade.  

The general objective captures the inherent need to achieve the right balance. Firstly, customs 

need to efficiently and effectively protect the Single Market, citizens, and values of the EU 

by ensuring compliance with a dramatically increasing series of non-financial requirements.  

Secondly, customs need to ensure proper, effective and timely collection of customs duties 

and taxes due. This includes deterring customs fraud and undervaluation and thereby 

preventing the loss of revenue for both the EU budget and the Member States.  

Finally, customs should facilitate legitimate trade as this contributes to growth and prosperity 

in the EU. It is vital that the flow of legitimate trade is not unduly disrupted. Customs 

processes and rules must ensure that all traders - including SMEs ï can comply with the rules 

as smoothly as possible. The framework provided by the Customs Union must achieve the right 

balance between ensuring effective controls across all the various types of risks and facilitating 

legitimate trade with as little cost and administrative burden as possible.  

4.2 Specific objectives 

The way in which the reform can help the Customs Union better achieve its overall objectives 

can be decomposed into 5 specific objectives of equal importance and weight: 

SO.1. Strengthen EU customs risk management. Customs are able to correctly decide 

whether to stop a good from entering the EU when they have sufficient and timely information 

available. The system must be able to build on its experiences to stop similar goods from 

entering the Single Market at another time or through another entry point. Customs 

intervention must therefore develop risk management of the whole supply chain in real time, 

with an EU perspective, through the analysis of risks and threats in a constantly updated way 

and identify the measures and controls to be performed at the border crossing points of entry 
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and exit of the EU territory. A solid co-operation framework with authorities responsible for 

other policy areas, and with international trading partners is necessary for this purpose. This 

will also help better manage current and future crises in a world marked by increasing 

geopolitical tensions.  

- For financial risks, this will allow customs to identify fraud and undervaluation, and 

improve duty collection.  

- For non-financial risks, this will improve the customs contribution to enforcement of 

prohibitions and restrictions and contribute to EU safety and security.  

SO.2 Reduce the administrative burden and simplify the procedures for traders, 

consumers, and customs authorities, without jeopardising effective customs supervision. 

SO.3 Ensure a level playing field between e-commerce and traditional trade as regards 

customs, in line with the VAT rules. 

SO.4 Enhance access and use of data for strategic customs action. Ensuring timely and 

flexible data management will  support better risk management, better crisis response, better 

measurement of the Customs Union performance and simpler rules for trade. Customs attention 

must shift from individual consignments, towards the global supply chain to identify problems 

and risks. Building intelligence from connecting the supply chain data will help strengthen 

customs supervision and customs risk management. A data-driven approach is needed, to 

place the emphasis more on the collection of first-hand data from commercial systems, web 

platforms and other sources, and to reduce reliance on third-party declared data. Customs need 

to access and tap into the wealth of data from all types of sources, in a centralised way and 

orchestrate uniformly the use of data for the Customs Union to act as one. 

SO.5 Enable the Customs Union to act as one by ensuring effective EU-wide protection, 

irrespective of where the good crosses the border and adopting EU-wide approaches that are 

more than the sum of individual national efforts. A strong, uniform mechanism and response to 

crisis needs to be established.  

4.3 Intervention logic 
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5. WHAT ARE THE AVAILABLE POLICY OPTIONS ? 

This Impact Assessment evaluates four different reform options with an increasing degree of 

ambition. In designing policy options, it is important to recall that the UCC provides a 

complete Customs Union ecosystem. It provides in detail for how the Customs Union works, 

with the rights and obligations of private and public sector stakeholders and with the processes 

that are needed to handle and supervise goods moving to, through and from the EU. The 

reform objectives are inter-dependent, and the reform options must be systematically coherent.  

For these reasons, the options are mapped, identified, and assessed as viable reform packages, 

taking account of how the measures taken would work together. Each package addresses the 

problems, drivers and objectives identified (in a different manner and to a different extent).  

Three major policy choices will largely determine the extent to which the Customs Union 

gets the desired capacity to collect, protect and simplify as one. These provide the major 

structural elements (building blocks) around which options are packaged. They are: 

- To what extent should customs processes be reformed? The choice is between 

continuing the processes in the baseline or changing them as a starting point for the rest 

of the reform. Although the principles for reforming the customs processes are similar 

in every option, the way they are implemented varies depending on the other two policy 

choices (data management and governance). The reformed customs processes can only 

be implemented to the full extent, if they are accompanied by a centralised approach to 

the collection, use and processing of data (O3, O4). In case centralisation of data is not 

implemented, these components will be less effective as explained in section 6 (O1, 

O2). 

- To what extent should the customs data management approach be reformed? Data 

management addresses how information is provided, stored, analysed, and used to drive 

customs operations. In the current decentralised approach, every Member State 

develops its own IT solutions for the different declarations, in line with common 

criteria for interoperability. A new approach to customs processes requires a better 

analysis and use of customs data. An important policy choice is whether to build these 

capacities individually in national systems (O1, O2) or together in a centralised Data 

Space (O3, O4). 

- To what extent should the governance of the Customs Union be reformed? 

Different possibilities to strengthen óacting as oneô are considered in the reform: 

o Strengthen the existing governance model based on cooperation (O1) 

o Introduce an EU Authority for the Custom Union (O2, O4) 

o Strengthen the role of the Commission (O3) 

5.1 What is the baseline from which options are assessed? 

This impact assessment builds on a dynamic baseline, which assumes that both the ongoing 

implementation of the Union Customs Code IT systems and all the Customs Action Plan are 

completed by 2025.  

The Commissionôs Customs Action Plan (CAP) adopted by the College in 2020, 

acknowledges that despite the major modernisation of EU customs legislation in 2016 (the 

UCC), there is evidence of problems and warned that óthere are great risks of losses of 

revenues for the EU budget, of threats to the safety and security of EU citizens, and of 

excessive burdens on legitimate trade, if action is not taken to reinforce the activity of national 

customs authorities across the EU.ô (91) The CAP precedes, prepares and announces the 
 

(91)  customs-action-plan-2020_en.pdf (europa.eu), p.1. 

https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2020-09/customs-action-plan-2020_en.pdf
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reform. It points towards the main areas where legal change would be needed and brings 

forward in parallel some practical actions within the current legislative limits (Overview in 

Annex 9.1). 

Indeed, in 2025, if nothing else changes, the problems and drivers are likely to persist (see 

section 2.4) and customs will have difficulties to perform the increasing list of tasks, in a more 

and more complex world. While customs managed to cope in recent crises, like the UK 

withdrawal, the Covid-19 pandemic, or the Russia invasion of Ukraine resulting in sanctions 

against Russia and Belarus, it is not guaranteed that a future crisis situation can be handled.  

In the baseline, Member States carry out risk management in national systems and with 

national data, without an EU-wide perspective. The Commission role is to provide common 

risk framework. The customs processes, data management and governance in the baseline are 

described in the drivers in section 2.3. Member States and the Commission complete the UCC 

IT systems and need to maintain and constantly update them. The Member States, the 

Commission and the economic operators will therefore continue to incur in a series of 

administrative costs that are further detailed in section 6. 

Box 2 ï Baseline and timeline of the customs reform 

In the baseline, the UCC IT systems are completed as foreseen by 2025, and continue to operate with 

associated costs. The Customs Action Plan is implemented by 2025. All options proposed below are 

implemented in three phases. The exact years are specified for every option in the assessment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2 Description of the policy options 

5.2.1 Option 1: A package of simpler processes  

General considerations 

The key customs process components to be considered, in view of the reform objectives, are: 

¶ The process steps as such, and the extent to which these could be reduced or simplified 

(see further the baseline analysis in Annex 5, section 1) 

¶ The roles of the different trade actors, and how they fit with compliance responsibilities 

(see further Annex 5, sections 2.5 and in an operational view, section 2.7) 

¶ The way data is provided and used for effective customs supervision 

¶ Specific process treatment for more reliable operators 

¶ Specific process treatment for e-commerce flows of goods 

¶ The way in which penalties are applied across the EU to deter non-compliance 
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An important consideration for this analysis is the interdependence of each component above. 

Any valid option has to address the elements together.   

As regards process steps, the relevance of each step was re-examined. Account was also taken 

of the commercial reality that any supply chain involves certain actors, including carriers (with 

various level of subcontracting), and principals (importers, exporters), which have different 

business roles and possess different information in the normal course of their business. It is 

also to be noted that supply chains are diverse, with different features depending on the modes 

of transport used and on commercial choices. Global postal traffic, for example, has some 

specific roles for origin and destination postal offices, which are not found in other supply 

chains. Deep-sea maritime traffic has its own distinctive features, including layers of 

subcontracting of transport, routings involving calling at several EU and non-EU ports, and de 

facto integration of port community systems in customs compliance. Any remodelling of 

customs process needs to enable operators to clearly discharge their responsibilities, across a 

diversity of commercial practices. A given carrier needs to know, for example, whether it is 

carrying goods which have not been released to free circulation, and to know unequivocally 

when its accountability to customs passes to the next carrier in the chain. Customs likewise 

need to know who is responsible for goods at a given moment. This means that the approach to 

simplifications must enable communication to some degree between customs and the different 

operators at the relevant points in the supply chain, so that all actors can fulfil their role and 

always know who is responsible to customs until the goods are released to the market.   

As regards roles, a weakness in the current system is that the persons accountable to customs 

for each process step are not necessarily the persons best placed to fulfil substantive 

compliance obligations. The commercial reality is that the persons who motivate the traffic 

(exporters and importers) are best placed to assume responsibility for financial and non-

financial compliance. Alternative roles, including the current ñdeclarantò role or the carrier 

role, have greater difficulty in fulfilling this responsibility in so far as they do not have full 

insight to the commercial transaction. In light of the objectives of the reform, the most 

appropriate change at the level of roles is to attribute compliance responsibility to importers 

and exporters in the first instance (while providing for default responsibility for intermediaries 

in specific scenarios such as transhipment to ensure that the responsibility as such is always 

covered). This change would also open the door to further simplification. As the importers and 

exporters are also in possession of the information necessary for substantive compliance, and 

could account for some aspects (such as duty payment and certain product compliance 

requirements) on a full supply chain basis, it is possible to consider alternative compliance 

approaches, and place much less reliance on the provision of detailed declarations for all 

compliance issues at every process step. 

Regarding the modalities for provision of data, the issue is partly formal (the regulatory 

requirement as such) and partly operational (commercial practices and the existing legacy of 

information environments). From the formal perspective, it is possible to provide for a 

rebalancing of information provision obligations, to match information requirements, in terms 

of scope and timing, better with who can and should fulfil them. It is also possible to require 

that information, once submitted, should be re-used in all customs processes across the EU.  

The extent to which this can be offered, and the relative costs and benefits of offering it in a 

transnational environment where different national customs authorities and trade have to 

communicate across the flow of goods, depend strongly on the available IT systems. To give a 

concrete example, if a carrier provides information to the customs office of first entry to the 

EU, that information is not going to be available to other offices and used in other processes 

unless the IT systems exist to make it so. One approach is to rely on current national systems to 
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be developed to handle this. Another approach is to provide for a single data entry point for 

traders which supports the re-use and integration of data.  

Regarding reliable operators, consideration was given to different approaches. The first key 

ingredient in any future formula is the way in which reliability is demonstrated. Here, the 

options are essentially to strengthen the existing system, by further clarifying the way in which 

compliance assurance is provided and enhancing monitoring, or to introduce an alternative or 

complementary approach based more on transparency and accountability. The second issue is 

the nature of the benefits which can be offered, in the areas which have a business relevance, 

i.e. procedural burden, facilitation of controls and provision of financial guarantees. A third 

aspect is the practical understanding of the existing scheme (AEO) and in particular its use as a 

badge of trust between traders and for purposes of international mutual recognition agreements, 

currently limited to óAEO Sô (recognition for security and safety purposes). Each option needs 

to present a balanced package. In addition, each option needs to ensure that overall, the 

customs supervision remains effective.  

In that light, it was considered whether it would be possible to exempt reliable traders from 

providing any data in the supply chain. A complete exemption in respect of their supply chains 

would not be possible as this would open the door to their exploitation by organised smuggling 

groups without any possibility for customs to target their controls on such traffic. The 

necessary balance on this procedural aspect could be obtained however by ensuring a minimum 

provision of advance cargo data and consignment identification as such by carriers, and 

connecting this with reliable importers. This would enable a greater shift in the information 

provision burden of importers away from the supply chain, and should apply in all options. 

Regarding e-commerce, the essential process issue is how to include e-commerce flows in the 

scope of customs duty and customs supervision measures. Options could include requiring 

consumers, postal operators, carriers, or e-commerce intermediaries to provide additional 

information and take responsibility for ensuring compliance both financial and non-financial 

requirements. Involvement of tens of millions of consumers in provision of customs duty 

calculations or demonstration of compliance with product standards would be undeliverable in 

practice. Involvement of transport intermediaries in substantive compliance is possible in 

principle, but their access to the underlying commercial transactions in practice is insufficient 

and is demonstrated by the shortcomings inherent to the constraints of the current rules where 

customs declaration requirements are based on the information available to these operators 

(notably postal operators and courier companies). E-commerce intermediaries (notably, 

platforms) are best placed to assume responsibility as they have both a substantive role in 

determining what is imported or exported, and the depth of commercial data necessary to 

identify the goods for fiscal and non-fiscal compliance purposes. In so far as they act on behalf 

of third party vendors, it is reasonable nonetheless (and consistent with other EU policy 

measures) to expect that they would use the technical means at their disposal to respond to 

advice which public authorities may provide regarding non-compliant supply chains which use 

their services. E-commerce intermediaries do not always possess full supply chain information 

however ï in this respect, the role of transport intermediaries remains important, both in 

providing supply chain information to customs, and handling practical interventions such as 

operational controls. Again, consideration of the commercial reality limits the practical options. 

The viable policy options need to take as a common principle that compliance responsibility is 

attributed to e-commerce intermediaries, and that transport intermediaries will continue to 

provide supply chain data to customs and facilitate customs controls and risk mitigation 

measures within their capacities. 
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Taking the above considerations into account, it would not be appropriate or realistic to attempt 

to present and assess options for each process element independently. The approach taken in 

this assessment is to prepare coherent, viable packages integrating changes in processes, the 

information environment and governance, taking account of interdependencies.  

A final consideration is the approach to penalties for non-compliance with customs 

legislation. Variations across the EU in the approach to administrative penalties in particular 

could undermine in practice the improvements provided for in the revised legislation. For 

example, it is not realistic to expect data quality to improve systematically if there are little or 

no consequences for providing inaccurate data in some Member States and strong penalties in 

others. Such variations also risk motivating distortion of traffic towards enforcement 

environments which would be perceived as weaker. All options should therefore be 

accompanied by a common approach to administrative penalties. 

The first Option package - Option 1 - envisages a coherent reform addressing all the key 

elements above. Given the commercial realities, the main choices would in fact be common for   

all options, but their practical delivery would vary very significantly when they are combined 

with additional measures for the information environment and the governance. In Option 1, 

they are implemented within the existing governance structure and within the national IT 

environments. 

Customs Processes 

As the reform aims to strengthen customs supervision and reduce the burden for traders, option 

1 contains a package of changes to customs processes, to solve the identified main issues in the 

customs processes in the UCC. This is at the heart of customs activities. They result from 

requests put forward by the ECA, from the internal reflection and evaluation experience within 

the Commission and strategic insights provided in the Wise Persons Group report. Key ideas 

underlying the solutions proposed were discussed and welcomed in principle by the Member 

States in different discussions. The processes are explained in detail in Annex 5. 

The first issue identified is the multiplicity of steps in the import process explained in the 

drivers. This option proposes to completely remove some steps in the import process to 

make it more similar to the export process. The importer and the carriers would provide 

information to customs before the goods arrive to the Union. Customs perform risk analysis on 

the basis of that information and, once the goods have arrived, request a control only if 

necessary. The operator would not need to systematically present the goods to customs or 

provide information on the consignment several times. Customs would not need to accept 

every piece of information from operators. By contrast, the obligation to provide certain 

minimum pre-loading and pre-arrival information (advance cargo data) must remain.  

The second issue identified was the lack of a single responsible operator per consignment. 

Removing the role of declarant and clarifying the role of the importers and exporters 

addresses this issue. Importers and exporters motivate the traffic of the goods and so they 

become responsible for providing the information to customs, for paying the applicable duties 

and taxes, and for ensuring compliance with other requirements. One operator per consignment 

becomes the single liable person both for financial and non-financial risks. The carriers are 

also key. They have essential information on the route, the means of transport, the loading and 

arrival times and the weight of the goods. Customs needs that information and also needs the 

carriers to be gatekeepers, to contribute to ensure that importers and exporters (and, if not 

them, the carriers themselves) provide data on the consignments, and to support controls. 
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Additional information that is relevant for customs to fulfil its role is used for the risk analysis. 

This includes cross-checking information with other competent authorities on specific risks. 

Economic operators are required to share more information about their supply chains, 

including on the manufacturer and supplier. Carriers are required to share information on the 

container status. Specific information requirements in other EU legislation, for example a 

digital product passport, would also be applied by customs and used for the risk analysis. 

Furthermore, the framework for administrative cooperation with international trading partners 

and the provision for the exchange of customs information are strengthened. 

This links with the third identified issue, the impossibility to link the import process steps 

and reuse the data. This option envisages that, once the importer or exporter provides data on 

a consignment, the carrier is entitled to link its own information to the pre-existing data. The 

importer or exporter would also be able to use the data on one consignment for a similar one 

(or even beyond, see below possibilities for trusted traders). Customs would then have the 

overview on the consignment. However, the implementation of this possibility depends 

strongly on the digitalisation and governance model chosen in each option. Option 1 is based 

on a decentralised digitalisation model (see below) so each national IT environment would 

provide for the possibility to reuse data in its own way. The central level ï in Option 1, the 

Commission ï would then have to play a role in coordinating the interoperability across 

Member States, very similar to the baseline. By contrast, in options where there is either digital 

centralisation (O3 and O4) or a central governance structure (O2 and O4), implementing the 

reuse of data becomes easier. 

The reuse of data is closely linked to another identified issue, that the UCC defines an 

excessively rigid format for data. To address this, this option proposes to remove the regulation 

of the data format from the UCC. This would open up the door to more flexible data formats, 

keeping in mind that the data should be sufficiently structured and precise to allow that 

customs carries out an automated risk analysis; it may be noted that ambiguous data can lead to 

inefficiencies such as false positives (wasted interventions) or false negatives (missed risks). 

Again, the implementation of this feature depends both on the digitalisation and governance 

models chosen, as explained above. 

This new model of customs processes puts e-commerce intermediaries and traditional traders 

importing in bulk on a more equal footing with the following additional legal modifications: 

- The customs duty exemption for goods up to EUR 150 has been identified in section 2.2 as 

providing a competitive advantage to foreign retailers as opposed to EU retailers and in 

section 2.3, as a source of complexity, uncertainty, and poor data in the completion of 

customs formalities and as being prone to fraud. This option would eliminate the customs 

duty exemption for goods up to EUR 150 and to the highest possible extent would align 

the customs rules with VAT rules to address those problems.  

- When it comes to responsibilities, under the current UCC rules the consumer is considered 

the importer and therefore any customs action against parcels, be it for undervaluation or 

for non-compliance of the goods with other non-financial requirements, has a very limited 

impact. This option follows the VAT model and makes electronic platforms ñdeemed 

import ersò, requiring them to charge customs duties at the moment of the sale without 

modifying Member Statesô liability for the EU budget. If customs encounters a problem in 

a parcel, customs can therefore act against the platform and investigate whether it concerns 

an isolated case or a systemic problem. In addition, customs could contribute to enforce the 

new rules on responsibility embedded in the Digital Services Act. The idea to make 

electronic platforms liable for complying with customs results from discussions between 
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the Commission with Member States and e-commerce platforms. (92) Making the e-

commerce intermediaries ñdeemed importersò and having them charging the customs duties 

at the moment of the sale would align the customs treatment with the VAT regime for 

distance sales. This would not change Member Statesô responsibility for making available 

the Traditional Own Resources. 

Calculating the applicable duty is a complex task based on three factors of the good: (i) its 

tariff classification among more than 1 000 codes; (ii) its customs value and (iii) its origin. 

Applying this method in e-commerce would often result in a disproportionate administrative 

burden and collection costs both for customs and businesses. To avoid this, option 1 proposes 

to provide e-commerce intermediaries with the possibility to apply a simpler duty calculation 

method based on only 4 different buckets (93), each of them with a different duty rate. 

Applying the bucketing system should not result in lower revenues than applying the standard 

calculation but would be easier. To keep the approach simple, only goods subject to 

harmonised excise duties (94) would be excluded from the facilitation. It would apply higher 

duty rates than the standard ones in order to account for potential revenue losses resulting from 

commercial policy measures such as from anti-dumping duty, countervailing duty, and specific 

agricultural duties. In order to prevent the misuse of the approach that would only apply in 

relation to goods sold directly to consumers in the EU, it would be necessary to introduce a 

safe-guard mechanism that would allow the Commission to intervene if a systematic abuse is 

identified. The bucketing system would be based on the erga omnes duty rates and does not 

take into account the originating status of the goods. However, if the economic operator wishes 

to benefit from preferential tariff rates by proving the originating status of the goods, he/she 

can do so by applying the standard procedures. Canada successfully applies such a simplified 

system since 2012 (95) and the Global Express Association refers to it as a benchmark in its 

position paper on óTax/Duty Collection on Imported Low Value Shipments (96). Taking the 

above elements together, the revised and simplified set of processes under this Option, for 

óstandardô operators, is depicted in Figure 5 below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
(92)  Customs 2020 Project Group on the Import and Export Customs Formalities related to Low Value Consignments and its 

Subgroup on Platforms Register of Commission expert groups and other similar entities (europa.eu). 

(93) The four potential buckets would be 4 buckets with respective ad valorem duty rates of 5% (e.g. for toys, games, 

houseware articles), 8% (e.g. for silk products, carpets, glassware), 12% (e.g. for cutlery, electrical machinery) 

and 17% (e.g. for footwear) and containing goods based on their 6-digit Harmonised System code number that remains a 

requirement for pre-arrival cargo requirements under the legislative proposal for revising the Union Customs Code. 

Goods having a 0% erga omnes duty rate would continue to benefit from zero duties. 

(94) Article 1(1) of Council Directive (EU) 2020/262 of 19 December 2019 laying down the general arrangements for excise 

duty (recast) (OJ L 58, 27.2.2020, p. 4ï42) 
(95)  See https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/msmes_e/canada_sept21_e.pdf  

(96) See GEA PROPOSAL ON DUTY-TAX COLLECTION ON IMPORTED LOW VALUE SHIPMENTS.pdf (global-

express.org) 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/expert-groups/consult?lang=en&groupID=3518
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/msmes_e/canada_sept21_e.pdf
https://global-express.org/assets/files/amgads-paper-de-minimis-vat-gst-on-lvs/GEA%20PROPOSAL%20ON%20DUTY-TAX%20COLLECTION%20ON%20IMPORTED%20LOW%20VALUE%20SHIPMENTS.pdf
https://global-express.org/assets/files/amgads-paper-de-minimis-vat-gst-on-lvs/GEA%20PROPOSAL%20ON%20DUTY-TAX%20COLLECTION%20ON%20IMPORTED%20LOW%20VALUE%20SHIPMENTS.pdf
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Figure 5 ï Illustration of simpler customs procedures for a consignment on import - Source DG 

TAXUD  

 

Another problem identified is the lack of penalties, which is compensated by a reward system 

to trustworthy operators or AEO. This system however has proven difficult to monitor. To 

address this problem, the package of simplification would modify the possibilities for trusted 

traders: 

- AEO traders can operate under a trust and check approach if they have their electronic 

system interacting with the customsô systems on a constant basis and thereby allowing 

customs to have access to all relevant data directly from the operatorsô systems. They can 

self-monitor  the compliance of their goods and calculate and pay duties periodically, 

without submitting transaction-based customs declarations per consignment. Pre-loading 

and pre-arrival information per consignment would still be required but carriers could rely 

on the information previously submitted by these trusted importers. Customs would be able 

to perform risk analysis and check information on a continuous basis and request a control 

whenever they estimate it necessary and even under certain conditions remove the tradersô 

ability to ñself-releaseò goods. The quality, coherence and accuracy of the received 

information will allow monitoring the operatorôs trustworthiness.  

- In return for transparency and system-to-system exchange of information, the 

trusted/AEO+ operators would experience fewer and more targeted customs 

interventions in the supply chain, when these are necessary. Furthermore, subject to the 

prior agreement of the other competent authorities, these traders could carry out certain 

controls generally performed by those authorities.  

- The existing possibilities to reduce guarantees for these traders would be enhanced.  

The last three measures in the package are also intended to render customs processes easier but 

focus on the customs authorities, as follows: 
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- The UCC would be more precise on the cooperation between customs and other 

authorities, opening up the possibility to agree on joint management criteria, to do joint 

monitoring of trustworthy operators, to coordinate intervention, to set up a time-limit for 

reacting to specific consignments, to address supply chains as a whole and to exchange 

data. The implementation of these possibilities highly depends on the digitalisation and 

governance model chosen in each option.  

- The Commission would have proper access to data in national systems to get and process 

some data in line with its role in risk management and for anti-fraud purposes but the core 

of digitalisation rests with the Member States, as explained below.  

- The UCC envisages a mechanism to address crisis scenarios, which would allow 

moderation of the effect of some rules. In this option, the Commission would be entitled to 

adopt an urgent implementing decision to explain those flexibilities. 

Many stakeholders support simpler customs processes. The public consultation confirmed that 

respondents 150 (77%) agreed with the need to simplify how information is provided to 

customs and to reduce administrative burden and formalities. The majority of respondents also 

strongly agree [132 (68%)] or tend to agree [26 (13%)] with making more use of commercial 

information. óA new partnership with trusted traders and other competent authorities for better 

risk management, including reinforced advance cargo informationô was supported by 101 

(52%) who strongly agree and 49 (25%) who tend to agree. Finally, enhancing co-operation 

between customs and non-customs authorities (notably Market Surveillance Authorities, Law 

Enforcement Authorities, Tax Agencies) was among the most supported elements of the reform 

options with 106 (55%) strongly agree and 47 (24%) tend to agree. 

These measures should be accompanied by a common approach to administrative penalties, 

to ensure that these are used in an effective, proportionate and dissuasive manner across the 

EU. This should take the form of a framework establishing a minimum core of customs 

infringements and non-criminal sanctions, and include a common list of acts or omissions that 

should constitute customs infringements in all Member States, and provide for minimum 

amounts of pecuniary charges as well as the possibility of revocation, suspension or 

amendment of customs authorisations. It should concern only non-criminal sanctions without 

preventing Member States for providing for criminal sanctions. This framework will help 

underpin the proper implementation of the revised processes, and will also help ensure that 

perceived differences in national enforcement environments do not motivate distortions in 

traffic flows. The common framework for penalties should apply in all options as an integral 

part ï this description is therefore not repeated. A common attempt to address customs 

infringements and sanctions was considered in a proposal for a Directive in 2013 (97) but was 

finally withdrawn by the Commission (98) because it failed to be adopted by the co-legislators. 

(99)  

In the Reflection Group, Member States welcomed the exploration of different customs 

processes, but asked for detailed explanations in the impact assessment. Participants converged 

on the importance of risk management, including at a European level. The structural 

cooperation with other authorities was considered with interest. The topic was further 

discussed in the Customs Policy Group on 14.12.2022.  

 
(97) Proposal for a DIRECTIVE OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL on the Union legal 

framework for customs infringements and sanctions, COM/2013/0884 final. 
(98) Withdrawal of Commission proposals 2020/C 321/03 (OJ C 321, 29.9.2020, p. 37ï40).  
(99)  Only the European Parliament adopted a first reading position (European Parliament legislative resolution of 5 July 2017 

on the proposal for a directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on the Union legal framework for customs 

infringements and sanctions (COM(2013)0884 ï C8-0033/2014 ï 2013/0432(COD)) 
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The above-mentioned customs processes are also included in all subsequent options. They are 

not repeated below unless a specific feature needs to be signalled. Some elements of the 

processes described in option 1 will see the intervention of another actor in subsequent options 

2 and 4: the European Customs Authority. 

 

Data management  

Digital and automated processing of information is necessary to handle the large amount of 

goods entering and leaving the Customs Union every hour. In option 1, the simpler processes 

as described above would require substantial changes to the national customs IT 

environments. The advantage of having national customs IT environments is that each 

Member State can adapt it to its specific needs, and the continuation of established links and 

formats for exchanging information with other non-customs IT systems within one Member 

State. The challenge is the interoperability of those national IT environments at EU level. The 

fragmentation across different systems and capacities would continue to provide a challenge 

for the EU risk analysis. 

The national customs IT environments would need to ensure that the following functionalities 

are available:   

- submission of information by different actors in the supply chain. Capacity to connect 

the different elements and recognize whether the information was already provided 

elsewhere to overcome the fragmentation of data across the individual national 

declaration systems; 

- handling more data, as additional information on the goods, such as its manufacturer, 

would be required to check compliance with non-financial requirements; 

- handling of information provided by e-commerce platforms;    

- be built around the data (as compared to the declaration process) to improve the 

customs supervision and risk management; 

- real-time comparison of data; 

- exchange of data both between customs administrations and with other competent 

authorities; 

- international exchange of data with customs authorities in the country of export / 

import. 

 

Governance 

In this option, the coordination of customs action would be strengthened within the existing 

governance framework with the Commission, Council and Member States as main actors.  

A mechanism that would involve Member States in deciding on a regular basis on non-

financial policy priorities for customs supervision and risk management would be set up. This 

common focus could help streamline the approach of Member States in the areas of risk 

management and controls. The operational implementation would however remain solely at 

national level as would operational, real-time risk analysis and risk management, leaving room 

for divergence in approaches. 

Similar to the dynamic baseline, enhanced collaboration projects and expert teams would be 

supported by the customs programme. 
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Implementation timeline 

The implementation of this option would be split in three phases. Y1 is the first year of entry 

into force of the new legal framework (20 days after publication in EU Official Journal): 

- Phase 1 (Y1-3) ï Member States build the national IT solutions for e-commerce 

reporting 

- Phase 2 (Y4-8) ï E-commerce intermediaries start reporting to national customs and 

Member States continue adapting their IT environment to the new customs processes 

- Phase 3 (Y9-11) ï traders progressively start operating in the new national IT 

environment 

From Y12, all traders operate in the new national IT environments and can apply the new 

processes. 

 

5.2.2 Option 2: An EU Customs Authority for coordination   

In option 2, the Customs processes and data management would in essence be as described 

in option 1, but an EU Customs Authority would coordinate their implementation, leading to 

more synergies. 

Governance  

In addition to the current actors in the baseline and option 1, a European Customs Authority 

(óthe Authorityô) in the form of an EU agency would be introduced (Annex 8). 

Similar to Option 1, non-financial policy priorities for customs supervision and risk 

management would be introduced. The implementation of the priorities would however be 

done by the Authority and Member States. While Member States would continue to do risk 

analysis in their national IT environments, the Authority would support and coordinate the 

approach of Member States in the areas of risk management and controls. The Authority would 

further conduct preparatory work for the Commission for the prioritisation exercise. The 

Authority would prepare crisis response protocols and procedures that it would activate on 

political and policy demand and would support the Member States in their delivery, monitoring 

the results. The Member States would be involved in the Authority. 

The Authority would coordinate cooperation between the Member States, define a common 

content of training and uniform implementation of rules, including guidance on processes and 

working methods and common interpretation of classification, valuation and origin. The 

Authority would exploit the legal possibilities of cooperation between customs and other 

authorities. The Authority would conduct performance measurement activities for the Customs 

Union. 

In addition, the Authority would support the deployment of the funds of the expected future 

successors, including the activities related to the maintenance and operation of the EU IT 

systems connecting the national customs environments, and the Customs Control Equipment 

Instrument (CCEI). 

It may be noted that, the tasks for the Authority in this option would be more limited than the 

operational Authority in option 4.  
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Implementation timeline 

The implementation of this option would be split in three phases. Y1 is the first year of entry 

into force of the new legal framework (20 days after publication in EU Official Journal): 

- Phase 1 (Y1-3) ï Member States build the national IT solutions for e-commerce 

reporting. The Commission undertakes some preparatory activities to form the EU 

Customs Authority. 

- Phase 2 (Y4-8) ï E-commerce intermediaries start reporting to national customs and 

Member States continue adapting their IT environment to the new customs processes. 

The Authority progressively recruits and starts functioning. 

- Phase 3 (Y9-11) ï traders progressively start operating in the new national IT 

environment. The Authority is fully functional. 

From Y12, all traders operate in the new national IT environments and can apply the new 

processes. The Authority is fully functional. 

5.2.3 Option 3: A central EU Customs Data Space, managed by the Commission  

The Customs processes would in essence be as described in option 1, but the introduction of 

an EU Customs Data Space facilitates their application, particularly for the trust and check. 

Data management  

In line with the overall Commission strategy for data (100), the Commission would build and 

manage a Customs Data Space. A Data Space is an integrated set of interoperable electronic 

services for collecting, processing and exchanging relevant information. It is secured and 

allows data sharing by a set of stakeholders, including raw data and non-harmonised formats, 

matching them and producing results that can be used for different purposes, including risk 

management and performance measurement. (For further details, see Annex 7 section 4.4). 

The Data Space would facilitate the collection of information from different sources along the 

supply chain (manufacturers, insurers, carriers, importers). It would use the information for 

improved customs risk management, which is the very core of customs supervision. This 

engine would operate 24/7 in real-time and be supported by modern data analysis tools and 

artificial intelligence. It would facilitate the exchange of information with other relevant actors. 

It would allow for better cooperation, both between customs administrations and with other 

competent authorities. It would enable information exchange and access between customs 

authorities, the Commission services (including OLAF), economic operators and other 

authorities according to their role, while respecting data protection. The real-time comparison 

of data is of particular importance for the supervision of non-financial risks.  

In practical terms, the Data Space consists of a legal framework, which clarifies access rights 

and obligations. A technical framework that specifies how different actors can connect and 

interact with the Data Space. And a core, where the information is stored, processed, and 

analysed. According to the evolving needs, so-called micro-applications can use the relevant 

data for a specific purpose. They are much more flexible and cheaper to develop than the 

current IT solutions.  

The example below shows the collection of information (blue circle) from different actors in 

the supply chain of the import of a consignment of washing machines from South Korea. The 

information from third country manufacturers and retailers helps the importer documenting 

compliance. For instance, information on the product can be submitted once and re-used for 

 
(100) See the 2020 Commission communication óA European strategy for dataô, COM/2020/66 final. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0066&from=EN
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different shipments. The Data Space allows central risk management and the exchange of 

information with competent authorities via micro-applications (green box). The micro-

applications allow specific authorities, not only customs authorities, to use certain ï legally 

defined ï data from the Data Space, or to provide their information to the Data Space, to better 

enforce the growing list of prohibitions and restrictions. This strengthens the cooperation 

between customs administrations, with specialized authorities, and with international partners. 

It shows how the Data Space can support both the simpler processes for trade, and the 

strengthened capacity of customs and their cooperation with other authorities. 

Figure 6 ï Illustration of a practical example in the EU Customs Data Space ï Source DG TAXUD 

 

 

In the past, centralised approaches to IT development were often discarded, due to a certain 

path dependency. In the rigid IT systems, focused on process compliance and the exchange of 

messages, the compatibility with the existing national structure was considered more important 

than the synergies and savings from a central development. The option of a single centralised 

system is considered here because two aspects are different from previous cases. First, the size 

and ambition of the reform is significant enough to overcome the path dependency and develop 

a better system instead. And second, the Data Space allows consideration of national 

particularities in the respective micro applications. It is not a one-size-fits-all approach, but a 

common platform on which the specific solutions can be developed. 

Many stakeholders support a single customs IT environment. The public consultation asked 

which policy changes should be considered in the reform. Most support was expressed for the 

ósimplified provision of dataô and óinformation exchange between customs and other 

authoritiesô with 139 highly positive (72%) and 30 positive (15%) and 125 highly positive 

(64%) and 40 positive (21%) respectively. Asked about the impact on their association, óa 

single EU customs information environmentô received most support with 122 replies seeing it 

as highly positive (63%) and 43 as positive (22%).  

From the trade perspective, the Data Space modifies the delivery of the simplified processes: 

- Traders can deal with all customs processes (including release in any Member State) 

through a single EU portal rather than through separate national systems for each MS 

- The processes are uniform regardless of entry point 
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- The Data Space connects data for a consignment across all steps and across the EU 

- EU accounts are offered to support compliance management (e.g., for managing 

documents or their references and guarantees, and enabling further facilitation services 

to be rolled out for sectoral policies, in addition to Single Window formalities). 

- E-commerce platforms provide information to one environment rather than 27. 

Among Member States consulted in the Reflection Group, there was general convergence that 

data needs to be at the centre of customsô operations to make the Customs Union fit for the 

digital age. Although views differed whether such a data-driven approach could best be 

implemented through a centralised or decentralised model, most Member States were in favour 

of a centralised approach, acknowledging difficulties with the current IT model in terms of 

timely implementation, data availability and data fragmentation. E-commerce was mentioned 

as main priority to focus on and start with, in general, but also in this regard. While a few 

preferred their national IT environment, most participants pushed for a longer-term data/IT 

vision and strategy towards more centralisation. Most also emphasized the need for an 

operational risk management layer at EU level and that the reform should ensure optimal 

access and use of data at central level, allowing also better risk analysis at national level.  

From the customs perspective, the Data Space improves the use and usefulness of the 

information: 

- First, it allows for a real-time EU risk management.  

- It includes risks and fraud patterns previously covered by the national perspective. 

- New information requirements or new data sources can be integrated and used for 

better risk analysis. For example, integrating the container status data. 

- It gives all customs administrations an EU wide perspective on activities that concern 

them. 

- The collaboration framework with other authorities is facilitated by a common Data 

Space and the cross-checking of relevant information. 

- Identified risks are directly visible to all relevant administrations, to address 

circumvention.    

- It facilitates coordinated action on a specific risk across different Member States and 

supports crisis response. 

This option proposes a gradual transition , starting with the central implementation by the 

Commission. Member States customs IT systems are gradually integrated or phased out, as 

more functionalities switch to common or customised applications in the Data Space. Annex 7 

explains the Data Space in detail and outlines a transition roadmap that would take 10 years to 

the final migration of a national system.  

Governance 

From the governance perspective, this option would mainly work like Option 1: The 

Commission prepares a common risk management approach and co-operation framework to 

help national customs and other authorities to work together for risk management and controls. 

Non-financial policy priorities for customs supervision and risk management are introduced as 

per Option 1. 

In Option 3, the role of the Commission would however be reinforced because it manages the 

EU Customs Data Space. This would enable the Commission to drive joint analytics projects 

involving customs and other authorities. It would elaborate Common Risk Criteria and 

operational risk indicators for direct application on the EU data flows and would work closely 

with the Member States on this. The Commission would arrange for risk information from 

other authorities to be integrated directly in EU-wide strategic and operational risk analysis.  
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These factors would lead to a significant improvement in the quality of risk analysis. 

Nevertheless, the Commissionôs capacity to support and deliver such deep operational work, 

and to conduct the necessary operations would need to be strengthened. If not, the significant 

investment in the data management environment may be under-exploited, and the governance 

structure would lack an actor with the clear organisational mandate and critical mass to deliver 

to the full potential. 

Implementation timeline 

The implementation of this option would be split in three phases. Y1 is the first year of entry 

into force of the new legal framework (20 days after publication in EU Official Journal): 

- Phase 1 (Y1-2) ï the Commission builds the seed of a Data Space for e-commerce. 

Deploying one solution requires a year less than deploying 27 solutions. 

- Phase 2 (Y3-5) ï E-commerce intermediaries start reporting to the Commission 

Customs Data Space and the Commission continues building it for the rest of operators.  

- Phase 3 (Y6-9) ï traders progressively operate in the Data Space and national IT 

systems progressively phase out  

From Y10, all traders operate in the Commission Data Space. 

5.2.4 Option 4: An EU Customs Authority for coordination and operations, managing an 

EU Customs Data Space 

Customs processes would be reformed as described in option 1. However, a central Data 

Space and an operational EU Customs Authority would implement the changes.  

Data management is built around a central Data Space, as described in option 3. In option 4, a 

European Customs Authority would however manage it. (For further details, see Annex 7 

section 4.5). 

Governance 

Non-financial policy priorities for customs supervision and risk management would be 

introduced and implemented as per Option 2. 

The list of tasks of the European Customs Authority would cover the coordination activities 

and tasks to support the deployment of EU funds as described in Option 2. In addition, the 

Authorityôs tasks would be broader on risk management and co-operation, data management 

and supporting the delivery of simplified processes. The Member States would be involved in 

the Authority.  

With the central Data Space, the Authority would have a prominent role in processing and 

managing data for allowing its use by stakeholders according to their access rights such as the 

Commission services (including OLAF), Member States and other authorities. It would enable 

the Authority to drive joint analytics projects and conduct real-time operational risk 

management for the Customs Union in support of Member States. The Authority would be able 

to directly design, test and implement operational risk indicators to be used on EU-level data 

flows and analyse operational results to provide periodic information and indicators for 

performance measurement. 

The authority would organise co-operation with other authorities at EU level for all policy 

priorities within a structured co-operation framework allowing the development of joint 



 

 Page 45 / 291 

supervision strategies. Cooperation with other authorities and OLAF (101), which organises 

anti-fraud operations, would be described in the relevant legislation. Its investigative 

competences would not be affected. The Authority prepares crisis response protocols and 

procedures that it activates on political and policy demand and supports the Member States in 

their delivery, with direct and immediate implementation of monitoring and targeting activities 

on an EU-wide basis using the EU Customs Data Space.  

In the Reflection Group, Member States expressed a clear preference that if a new additional 

EU layer is introduced, it should manage the new centralised IT environment as opposed to the 

latter being managed by the Commission. In general, they considered more centralisation in 

areas like data management, risk management and training essential to make the Customs 

Union future-proof. Other areas for increasing cooperation were suggested: (i) organising joint 

customs controls and operations, (ii) establishing national/regional centres of excellence that 

could execute tasks (e.g. joint training) for the benefit of all or similar Member States and (iii) 

establishing an intra-EU mobility programme for customs officers, allowing them to work in a 

different Member State for a certain period. 

Public stakeholders equally see a role for the Authority in managing the IT. In the public 

consultation, respondents expressed support for reforming the EU customs governance to 

provide for an EU layer, as long as it would not bring additional burden for economic 

operators. Asked about the specific tasks for such EU layer, respondents considered: 

- Training of customs officers ï 113 (58%) strongly agree, 42 (21%) tend to agree 

- IT management ï 97 (50%) strongly agree, 48 (25%) tend to agree 

- Financing of customs equipment ï 85 (43%) strongly agree, 43 (22%) tend to agree 

- EU crisis response ï 79 (41%) strongly agree, 56 (29%) tend to agree 

- EU-wide risk management ï 73 strongly agree (38%), 58 (30%) tend to agree 

- Identification of risk priorities at political level ï 57 (29%) strongly agree, 63 (32%) 

tend to agree   

 

Implementation timeline 

The implementation of this option would be split in three phases. Y1 is the first year of entry 

into force of the new legal framework (20 days after publication in EU Official Journal): 

- Phase 1 (Y1-2) ï the Commission builds the seed of a Data Space for e-commerce; EU 

services prepare the set-up of the EU Customs Authority (recruitment, set-up, etc). 

- Phase 2 (Y3-5) ï E-commerce intermediaries start reporting and the EU Customs 

Authority takes over the building and management of the Customs Data Space for the 

rest of operators.  

- Phase 3 (Y6-9) ï traders progressively operate in the Data Space and national IT 

systems progressively phase out. The Authority is fully functional. 

From Y10, all traders operate in the Data Space. The Authority is fully functional. 

 
(101)  The European Anti-Fraud Office, OLAF, carries out independent external administrative investigations for 

strengthening the fight against fraud, corruption and any other activity adversely affecting the Unionôs financial interests, 

as well as any other act or activity by operators in breach of Union provisions.  
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5.3 Discarded policy options 

5.3.1 Full integration into one EU customs service 

A first discarded option is the most ambitious one, the full integration of all national customs 

administrations in one, single EU customs service in the form of an agency. All national 

customs staff would be shifted to the EU level and employed by the EU customs service, which 

would decide on the allocation of the resources according to the needs of the Customs Union. 

The service would, in addition to the tasks of the Authority under Option 4, take over all 

customs related tasks remaining at national level and become the sole EU Customs Authority. 

Additional synergies and economies of scale could be generated, reducing the number of 

central services, like human resources, procurement, contract management, etc. 

The EU customs service would become the single actor implementing customs legislation and 

policy. As it would also perform the operational controls and audits previously conducted at 

national level, the financial liability to make available traditional own resources would also 

shift to the EU level. 

This option would clearly bring significant benefits. The Customs Union is one, with one 

single EU external border. The costs for the EU budget would be very high, but Member 

Statesô role in collecting the customs duties would also disappear. If  an EU Customs Authority 

in line with options 2 or 4 performed its tasks efficiently and effectively, it could generate spill 

over effects to other operational tasks still exercised at national level and, in the end, gradually 

lead to full integration into one EU customs service. 

However today, full integration of all national customs into a single EU customs service is not 

politically feasible because it would not be supported by a vast majority of Member States. A 

comprehensive cost-benefit analysis of all costs linked to the full disintegration of national 

customs administrations was not possible for this impact assessment. 

5.3.2 Other discarded options  

Options requiring financial investments for a central digitalisation or for an EU layer without 

reforming the customs processes are not analysed in detail because those options are 

considered inefficient. 

When analysing to what extent the processes for e-commerce need to be modified, the options 

to decrease or increase the EUR 150 customs duty exemption have been discarded. The reason 

is that none of the identified problems (distortion of competition, complexity, uncertainty, 

difficulty to control and fraud) is linked to the amount exempted but to the very existence of 

the exemption. The analysis carried out by PriceWaterhouseCoopers in the framework of the 

study on ñAn integrated and innovative overhaul of EU rules governing e-commerce 

transactions from third countries from a customs and taxation perspectiveò (running since 

November 2021) (102). The study follows up action 9 of the Customs Action Plan whereby the 

Commission endeavoured to examine the effects of e-commerce on customs duty collection 

and on the level playing field for EU operators, including possible arrangements for customs 

duty collection on the lines of the new VAT collection approach under the Import One-Stop-

Shop (óIOSSô). The study assessed the possible implications of changing the EUR 150 duty 

relief threshold and took account of the results of the exploratory consultation which ran from 

16 December 2021 until 10 March 2021 and the outcome of the targeted questionnaire 

addressed to Member Statesô customs authorities. In its assessment of the three options 

regarding possible changes to the duty relief threshold (removing, increasing to EUR 1,000, or 

 
(102) The final report is still being assessed at the time of writing the impact assessment. 
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lowering to EUR 22), the study concluded that the removal of the customs de minimis would 

result in the largest revenue increase, and would level the playing field between foreign sellers 

and the domestic market to the greatest extent. It would also remove fraud or evasion of 

customs duty payment resulting from the splitting of consignments and reduce the incentive for 

undervaluation. Therefore, removal of the customs de minimis would result in the greatest 

number of benefits. 

This conclusion was in line with the recommendations of the Wise Persons Group that claimed 

in its report that the EUR 150 threshold provides the wrong incentives both in terms of trade 

(unfair competition) and of environmental sustainability (higher emissions footprint due to 

splitting of consignments), and therefore proposed its removal. Another discarded possibility is 

to have the consumers declaring to customs the goods that they buy on-line, because it is 

considered burdensome for them while the ones placing goods in the Union market are the e-

commerce intermediaries, not the consumers. 

When considering the data management, a hybrid model between decentralisation and 

centralisation, by which a Member State or a group of Member States develops a digital 

solution for the others has also been discarded. Previous experience shows that in general 

Member States have difficulties to accept IT solutions developed in another Member State 

and/or that public procurement across Member States is very complex. 

In relation to the governance, it was considered whether existing agencies such as 

FRONTEX, EUROPOL, EU-Lisa and CEPOL could potentially host a dedicated department 

for customs, but this has been discarded because none of them covers all aspects that customs 

deal with and distributing the customs elements in several specialized EU agencies seriously 

risks further fragmentation in the Customs Union (Annex 8, section 3.4). 
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6. WHAT ARE THE IMPACTS OF THE POLICY OPTIONS ? 

6.1 Methodology of assessment and baseline  

All options are assessed in the same manner against the following categories of impact: 

Quantitative: 

1 
Costs - Member 

States  

Investment in new or updated IT (one-off) 

Cost of maintaining IT (recurrent) 

Customs Staff (recurrent) 

2 
Costs - EU 

Services  

Investment in new or updated IT (one-off) 

Cost of maintaining IT (recurrent) 

Customs Staff (recurrent) 

3 Costs - Business  
Compliance costs (administrative savings, net of additional e-

commerce duty costs; recurrent; in practice, in all options 

reductions). 

4 
Benefits - 

Quantitative  

e-commerce revenue (new revenue from removing threshold) 

Cigarettes revenue (illustrative scenarios: preventing loss) 

Consumer savings from eco-design (illustrative scenarios) 

Qualitative: 

5 Efficiency Overall efficiency 

6 Effectiveness Against the General Objective, and each specific objective. 

  Protection outcomes (based on case studies in Annex 9 addressing 

single market and sustainability, security and revenue) 

7 Coherence Overall policy coherence, and strategic capability 

8 Proportionality Overall proportionality 

 

Quantitative estimates are based on assumptions outlined in Annexes 7 (for IT) and 9, using 

current prices. As with any forecast covering a 15-year period the figures cannot be regarded as 

certain to materialise. They are nonetheless useful as indicative measures of the scale of 

difference in outcomes that can be expected across the options based on objective differences 

in the capabilities they bring. As regard IT estimates in particular, the final costs would depend 

on outcomes of detailed specification exercises and of procurement activities. This report takes 

a best estimate of costs, which provides a good indication of the relative position of the 

options, but for which the absolute values cannot be robustly quantified at this stage for 15 

years into the future. The timing of materialisation of estimated savings depends in part on the 

migration approaches preferred in practice by the Member States and the economic operators; 

the programming of this migration cannot be determined at impact assessment stage, but would 

be developed with the appropriate external consultations only after the legal text is adopted. 

The figures for cigarettes revenue (prevention of loss) and consumer savings from ecodesign,  

are illustrative scenarios based on improved enforcement and are not included in the 

estimation of net impact. (Further details relating to this analysis are found in Annex 9, 

sections 5.2.3 and 6.6.2). 

Qualitative assessment of impact is based on a score from (*) to (*****), where (*) indicates a 

low achievement of the objectives and (*****) a high achievement. (Detailed analysis 

underpinning the quantitative analysis is found in Annex 9, sections 4, 5 and 6).  
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Social and environmental impact is also described. This is not included in the tables, which 

are used to provide a more direct assessment of specific issues based on case studies.  (Further 

analysis underpinning this assessment analysis is found in Annex 9, section 5).  

Macroeconomic impacts are not directly estimated (this is explained further below). 

This section explains the assessed impact of each option. It includes tables for each option 

addressing points 1-4 above, and describes the impacts for points 5-8. To avoid duplication, the 

summary tables on points 5-8 are presented only in section 7, where options are compared. 

Approach to quantification of costs for the Member States and the Commission 

In the baseline with respect to which the impact of the options is assessed, Member States and 

the Commission have two main cost impacts: (i) the cost of building (one-off) and 

maintaining (recurrent) the customs IT systems and (ii) staff costs.  

(i) Direct administrative costs - IT  

There are no reliable data on the total IT costs of Member States. These differ significantly 

from one to another. To overcome that problem, a statistical approach was chosen. In 2008, the 

Commission and a group of Member States validated the EU customs reference architecture, 

which depicted the current UCC customs processes, mapped the IT systems necessary to 

automate them and provided input on the potential cost by assigning a number of staff (full-

time equivalent ï FTEs) to develop them. This basic architecture supports the calculations of 

the baseline scenario in this analysis. Informal consultations with Member States and the 

figures that the Member States have reported (103) to the Commission for specific IT projects 

show that the estimation is good enough as order of magnitude (without implying, of course, 

that each Member States spends exactly the same amount on IT). More details are provided in 

Annex 7, section 5.1.  

For the Commission, the 2021 costs were considered as a good representation of the UCC 

implementation and operational costs, so they are used as the basis.  

(ii)  Direct administrative cost impact - staff  

To convert Member State FTE numbers to cost estimates, the Eurostat Total Labour Cost 

figure for 2020 (EU 27) was used. To convert EU services FTE to cost estimates, the average 

EU costs relating to staff were used, assuming a ratio of 2:1 between establishment plan posts 

and external posts. 

Approach to quantification of costs for Economic operators 

The complex customs processes as described in the driver in section 2.3 result in an 

administrative cost for the economic operators. For this analysis, this cost has been assessed 

using as benchmark the compliance that both the UK and the Netherlands government 

calculated for assessing the impact of Brexit. Therein, the cost is calculated by applying an 

hourly rate to the time spent on filing declarations for customs processes. In practice, the 

ultimate costs for each individual business would depend on their internal processes and 

information management structures, on the measures that they take and the extent to which 

they choose optional elements of the reform. As with IT costs, the overall estimate in this case 

 
(103) 2021 e-customs annual report  

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/7727d524-fd9b-11ec-b94a-01aa75ed71a1/language-en  

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/7727d524-fd9b-11ec-b94a-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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should also be taken as indicative of the relative position of the options, bearing in mind that 

absolute values cannot be robustly quantified at this stage for 15 years into the future. 

 

Consumers 

As explained in section 2.3, in the baseline, consumers are considered the importers of the third 

country goods that they buy online and are brought to the EU. This means that legally speaking 

consumers are responsible for the compliance of the goods with EU legislation, including 

customs. In practice, however, the carrier generally fulfils the customs formalities on behalf of 

the consumer and, depending on the circumstances, charges a (sometimes unexpected) fee for 

that service. For this analysis, the fee for filing customs declarations that the consumer 

sometimes pays has been considered part of the administrative compliance costs of businesses 

because it is not possible to isolate and quantify the cases in which that cost is passed on to the 

consumer.  

Approach to consideration of macroeconomic impacts  

 
It would not be realistic nor credible to aim at estimating the precise macroeconomic impact of 

different options pertaining to the organisation of the Customs Union. However, it can be noted 

more generally that to the extent an option delivers on the general objective, it will also have a 

positive impact on key macroeconomic indicators such as GDP and employment. This is 

substantiated in this section which assesses qualitatively, in light of academic literature, the 

macroeconomic effects of simplified customs procedures.  

One of the policy objectives is to simplify customs rules and processes. This objective, if 

attained, would reduce administrative costs of customs procedures. Economic theory and 

empirical research (Frankel and Romer, 1999; Dollar and Kraay, 2003; Alcalá and Ciccone, 

2004) suggest that trade flows positively affect gross domestic product (GDP). Thus, 

facilitating trade through better customs procedures may have a positive effect on GDP. 

Engman (2005, OECD) evaluates the extent to which customs proceduresô simplification 

increases trade flows. The author shows, through case studies, that higher trade transaction 

costs reduce foreign direct investments (FDI) because of the costs per se and high risk of doing 

business. Analysing several academic papers and using case studies, the author also concludes 

that higher trade transaction costs reduce trade flows. Hornok and Koren (2015) reach similar 

conclusion using a gravity model. They find that administrative barriers reduce trade volumes.  

Trade freedom can also be expected to enhance competition, which increases GDP through 

innovation and productivity growth. Alcalá and Ciccone (2004) measure that trade flows have 

a positive impact on growth mainly through increased labour productivity. Moreover, Latorre 

et al. (2020) used a general-equilibrium model to show that new trade barriers arising from 

Brexit should result in GDP loss for the EU and the UK, with a stronger loss for the latter due 

to competition and productivity decrease. The UCC reform aims at positively affecting both 

imports and exports, which should keep the EU trade balance unaffected making it unlikely 

that options would result in significant macroeconomic effect through the trade balance. 

Overall, the improvement and simplification of customs procedures increase trade flows, which 

positively impacts growth, mainly through increased FDI and enhanced competition. 

Furthermore, to the extent that international trade will be better supervised and therefore 

customs would be in a better position to detect and stop non-compliant goods, this type of trade 

should decrease and therefore legitimate competition should be further enhanced as well as the 

level playing field between domestic and foreign production. 
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Baseline 

The table below summarises the estimated administrative costs that the Member States, the 

Commission and businesses have in the baseline and includes a 15-year projection. These costs 

are the benchmark to assess the options. Magnitudes in the tables for options are expressed as 

additions or deductions with respect to the figures below. 

 

As regards IT , is estimated that even after 2026, each Member State and the Commission will 

still incur per year at least EUR 15 million in developing new systems (one-off) and about 

EUR 85 million in maintenance. The accumulated effect in 15 years is presented below in the 

table, with a notable increase per year (lines 1, 2, 5 and 6 in the table).  

As regards staff, in 2021 Member States employed around 82 700 customs officials. Details 

on the costs of these officials were not available for this assessment. Applying the Eurostat 

Total Labour Cost referred to above would suggest an annual cost in the region of EUR 3 848 

million (line 3). For details, see Annex 9 ï section 3.2.  

As of 2021, the Commission employs between 250 and 270 staff to work on customs policy 

and legislation, to follow up the Committees, to produce guidance, to work on IT 

interoperability projects, to maintain databases, and to ensure a minimum coordination in the 

interpretation of customs legislation, including in the adoption of binding origin and tariff 

classification decisions. Other Commission services carry out complementary activities 

relevant for the Customs Union. In particular, the European Anti-Fraud Office, OLAF, 

exercises the Commissionôs powers to carry out external administrative investigations. The 

options do not affect those powers, so the costs are not included in the estimates. The relevant 

Commission annual staff cost is approximately EUR 38 million (line 7). See detail in Annex 9 

ï section 3.1. 

Total costs million EUR

COSTS Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6 Y7 Y8 Y9 Y10 Y11 Y12 Y13 Y14 Y15
Total (15 

years)

1. Investment in new 

or updated IT (one-off)
246 251 256 261 266 272 277 283 288 292 297 303 309 316 322 4.238

2. Cost of maintaining 

existing IT systems 

(recurrent)

1.784 1.815 1.847 1.879 1.911 1.942 1.974 2.006 2.038 2.069 2.100 2.132 2.164 2.196 2.227 30.084

3. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 3.848 57.721

4. TOTAL MS costs 

(1+2+3)
5.878 5.914 5.951 5.988 6.025 6.062 6.099 6.136 6.174 6.208 6.246 6.283 6.321 6.359 6.397 92.043

5. Investment in new 

or updated IT (one-off)
14 14 14 14 15 15 15 16 16 15 16 16 16 17 17 229

6. Cost of maintaining 

existing IT systems 

(recurrent)

88 90 91 93 94 96 98 99 101 102 104 105 107 109 110 1.487

7. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 38 564

8. TOTAL EU costs 

(5+6+7)
139 141 143 145 147 149 151 152 154 155 157 159 161 163 165 2.281

9. Cost of compliance 

with customs 

formalities (recurrent)

27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 27.397 410.955

10. TOTAL (4+8+9) 33.414 33.452 33.491 33.530 33.569 33.608 33.647 33.686 33.725 33.760 33.800 33.839 33.879 33.919 33.959 505.279

Expected evolution of costs in a do-nothing scenario

EU services administrative costs

Business administrative costs

Member States administrative costs
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As regards economic operators, the estimated cost using the method noted above would be in 

the region of EUR 27.2 billion per year in complying with the customs formalities (line 9). In 

2021, that estimated cost of compliance would have represented about 0.59% of the total value 

of imports (EUR 2 500 billion); for export and transit, it would have been 0.24% of total value 

exports (EUR 2 938 billion). See detail in Annex 9, section 3.3. 

6.2 Option 1: A package of simpler processes  

The table below summarises the costs and the quantifiable benefits of option 1 (in essence, 

better and simpler customs processes) over a 15-year period. Overall, the option indicates that, 

while the costs for Member States and the Commission would increase, the operators would 

reduce their administrative compliance costs. Other benefits materialise in terms of additional 

revenue being collected from the removal of the EUR 150 exemption and consumers 

benefitting from safer products.  

Member States administrative costs would significantly increase, both for IT and for staff:  

- The new processes require re-engineering the national customsô IT systems. The impact 

for Member States is estimated to be in the region of an additional EUR 6.7 billion for 

adapting their national IT environments (line 1 in the table) in the first 9 years and an 

additional EUR 9.8 billion in maintaining them along the 15 years (line 2).  

- The Member States would also have to make a one-off investment in training the staff as 

the new processes are different: they are based primarily on automated risk analysis of pre-

arrival information, audits to operators and client compliance management, rather than on 

acceptance of declarations and clearance. This new way of working would require that 

national customs staff increases by about +1% with respect to the baseline because new 

risk managers, auditors and IT experts would be needed in national administrations. This 

entails an additional cost for Member States, reflected in line 3. Detail in Annex 9, section 

3.2. 

The EU services administrative costs would increase mildly compared to the baseline.  

- In the first years, the Commission would need to invest EUR about 67 million more than 

in the baseline to connect the national IT environments supporting the new processes (line 

5). By contrast, maintaining those connections is estimated to be less costly than 

maintaining the current UCC trans-European systems and for that reason the maintenance 

costs decrease with respect to the baseline by the end of the analysis period of 15 years, 

yielding a total increase of only EUR 29 million over the entire period (line 6).  

- For staff, part of the existing Commission FTEs could be redeployed to the analysis of 

national data, to strengthen the Commissionôs role in risk analysis and to make the new 

national IT environments interoperable so the cost stays as in the baseline (line 7). 

By contrast, the simpler processes would bring some administrative savings to businesses 

(see more detail in Annex 9 section 3.3), as follows (line 9):  

- from year 4, once the Member States have adapted their customs IT environments to allow 

the platforms to directly report their transactions to customs, compliance cost for e-

commerce will lower, as businesses would no longer have several reporting obligations per 

consignment. The duties stemming from the removal of the customs duty exemption for 

goods up to EUR 150 are considered as a cost to economic operators, reducing their 

savings ï accordingly, net figures are presented in line 9; 

- from year 10, all other traders could gradually operate under the new processes and see 

their customs compliance cost lowered too, so the estimated gradual reduction in their 

compliance cost with respect to the baseline is also reflected in line 9 from year 10.  
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From year 4, removing the duty exemption for goods valued up to EUR 150 would bring 

additional customs duties of EUR 12 billion in 15 years. 25% of the additional revenues 

accrues to the Member States while 75% of it accrues to the EU budget.  

The calculation of the revenue collected is based on the projection of e-commerce evolution 

included in the Impact Assessment of the Commission proposal on the VAT in the Digital 

Age (104) where the total value of cross-border e-commerce consignments from third countries 

is projected to increase from EUR 14 billion in 2014 to EUR 37 billion in 2029. The average 

customs duty rate considered in the estimation is 2.92% according to Commission data 

(Surveillance). Thus, 37 billion per 2.92% yields a collection of approximately EUR 1 billion 

per year, which is applied in all the options from the point in time when the system is in place 

to start the collection.  

The improved information from economic operators under the new processes would also allow 

to prevent the loss of revenues stemming from fraudulent practices such as undervaluation or 

misclassification of the goods (óclosure of customs gapô). However, quantifying this amount 

was not possible. 

Consumers 

As explained in section 5.2.1, Option 1 (and all the options analysed) proposes to modify the 

legislation to make the e-commerce intermediaries deemed importer of the goods that 

consumers order online from third countries because the intermediaries are in a better position 

to develop streamlined processes than the consumers. Therefore, these options benefit 

consumers, who would be relieved from a formal obligation and would no longer face 

unexpected compliance fees from the postal or express operators. 

In addition, consumers indirectly benefit from the increased level of protection and/or 

facilitation of legitimate trade (for instance because they avoid fraudulent products and because 

reduced administrative burden on businesses can be expected to be passed on to consumers to a 

certain degree). 

To illustrate the consumersô savings in this respect, Annex 9 uses a case-study, which analyses 

how the different options in the reform would help enforcing EU product sustainability 

(Ecodesign) and general product safety policies. These policies protect consumers from a range 

of harms and generate consumer savings, for which financial estimates have been prepared in 

other studies as noted in section 5.3 of Annex 9. As a portion of the harm addressed relates to 

products imported from outside the EU, a saving for consumers attributed to better detection of 

non-compliant imported products is estimated and included in line 13 of the table as an 

illustrative scenario. 

Social and environmental impact 

This option should have a positive social and environmental impact, although this is difficult to 

quantify. The additional information that operators provide to customs should place customs in 

a better position to enforce legislation pursuing social goals, such as the legislation banning 

forced labour, or environmental goals. Furthermore, the better enforcement of product 

 
(104) Commission Staff Working Document Impact Assessment report Accompanying the documents Proposal for a 

COUNCIL DIRECTIVE amending Directive 2006/112/EC as regards VAT rules for the digital age Proposal for a 

COUNCIL REGULATION amending Regulation (EU) No 904/2010 as regards the VAT administrative cooperation 

arrangements needed for the digital age Proposal for a COUNCIL IMPLEMENTING REGULATION amending 

Implementing Regulation (EU) No 282/2011 as regards information requirements for certain VAT schemes, 

SWD/2022/393 final. 

https://myintracomm-collab.ec.europa.eu/dg/TAXUD/CustomsReformTaskForce/Shared%20Documents/07%20-%20RSB/EUR-Lex%20-%2052022SC0393%20-%20EN%20-%20EUR-Lex%20(europa.eu)
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requirements on imported goods might lead to a relocation of production into the Union. 

Finally, the removal of the EUR 150 duty exemption will put an end to the practice of splitting 

orders of a high value into several consignments lower than EUR 150 to profit from the duty 

exemption, with the consequent positive environmental effect on transport emissions. 

However, this option does not meet some of the specific objectives: 

- It falls short in strengthening EU customs risk management (*) . The national customs 

authoritiesô access to more and better information (including data from e-commerce 

platforms) would allow them to better manage risk, supervise the tradersô flows better and 

cooperate more efficiently with other authorities. However, implementation across the EU 

would continue to vary. This option works better for tackling financial risks than non-

financial risks. The reason is that, under this option, the Commission receives processing 

rights to Member State data, allowing analysis and identification of possible financial fraud 

trends, and shares the results with the Member States, which could then act, recalculate and 

recover unpaid duties. The Commission analysis would be carried out after the goods have 

entered the Union, not real-time stopping goods before or at the moment of entry. For non-

financial risks, national customs and market surveillance authorities would work together at 

Member State level.  

- It reduces the administrative burden and simplifies the procedures (**)  but each Member 

State would adapt its IT environment at its own pace, with possibility that certain ófront 

runnerô Member States move quicker than others leaving operators and consumers in 

laggard Member States at a disadvantage. 

- It does ensure a level playing field between e-commerce and traditional trade (***) . 

- It enhances the access to and use of data (**)  thanks to the new processes. The national 

customs authorities get access to more and better information. However, at EU level there 

is very limited improvement compared to the baseline, which means that the potential of 

the wealth of data will  not be fully exploited. As regards the protection of personal data, 

this option would not differ substantially from the baseline, as the decentralised 

digitalisation model would bring the same complexities and divergences in the national 

implementation of the GDPR. However, the simplification of customs processes could have 

a direct, beneficial impact on the administrative burden necessary for compliance with the 

GDPR, as the number of processes and their complexity will be reduced. 

- It falls particularly short in enabling the Customs Union to act as one (*) . The common 

prioritisation for risk management and supervision at EU level would provide a joint focus 

for national customs administrations but the operational implementation would remain 

solely at national, meaning divergent approaches could persist. 

 

Note: In the tables for each Option, row 9 - ñsavings in compliance costsò - refers to the 

overall aggregate ñbottom lineò estimation for businesses, after the increase in outlay on 

customs duty on e-commerce consignments is netted off against estimated ongoing 

administrative savings from the Option. 
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Increase with respect to 

baseline (million EUR)

COSTS (quantitative) Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6 Y7 Y8 Y9 Y10 Y11 Y12 Y13 Y14 Y15 Total

1. Investment in new or 

updated IT (one-off)
1.101 1.045 1.040 1.035 1.030 433 428 422 416 413 -106 -112 -118 -124 -131 6.772

2. Cost of maintaining IT 

(recurrent)
-12 395 474 704 929 1.147 1.040 926 806 681 548 545 542 539 536 9.800

3. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
10 10 10 19 19 19 19 19 83 83 83 83 83 83 83 703

4. TOTAL MS costs 

(1+2+3)
1.099 1.450 1.524 1.758 1.977 1.598 1.486 1.367 1.306 1.177 525 516 507 498 488 17.274

5. Investment in new or 

updated IT (one-off)
34 13 13 12 12 -1 -1 -1 -2 -1 -1 -2 -2 -2 -3 67

6. Cost of maintaining IT 

(recurrent)
-3 10 20 29 30 27 18 10 2 -6 -15 -24 -24 -23 -22 29

7. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
0

8. TOTAL EU costs (5+6+7) 30 23 32 42 42 26 17 9 0 -7 -17 -26 -26 -25 -25 96

9. Savings in compliance 

costs
-1.171 -1.171 -1.171 -1.171 -1.171 -1.630 -1.661 -1.784 -1.784 -1.784 -1.784 -1.784 -18.063

10. TOTAL costs (4+8+9) 1.130 1.473 1.556 629 849 453 332 205 -324 -492 -1.275 -1.294 -1.302 -1.311 -1.320 -693

BENEFITS (quantitative) Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6 Y7 Y8 Y9 Y10 Y11 Y12 Y13 Y14 Y15 Total

11. Revenue from 

removing EUR 150
1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 12.000

NET COST/ BENEFITS (10-

11)
1.130 1.473 1.556 -371 -151 -547 -668 -795 -1.324 -1.492 -2.275 -2.294 -2.302 -2.311 -2.320 -12.693

Additional examples - illustrative scenarios not taken into account

12. Revenue loss prevention  -  cigarettes 62 62 62 62 62 62 62 62 62 62 62 62 744

13. Consumers' saving - Ecodesign 322 322 322 322 322 322 322 322 322 322 322 322 3.861

Member States - administrative costs

OPTION 1 - Phase 1 

Building reporting tool for 

platforms

OPTION 1 - Phase 2

Adapting national IT environments to simpler processes 

OPTION 1 - Phase 3 

Operators applying simpler processes progressively

Reduction of the business administrative costs, even considering the increase in duties from removing EUR 150 threshold

EU services administrative costs
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6.3 Option 2: EU Customs Authority for coordination  

The table below summarises part of the estimated costs and benefits of option 2 over a 15-year 

period, showing that it is very similar to option 1 but slightly more expensive.  

The estimation of Member States administrative costs would be almost identical to option 1, 

as in this option Member States adapt their IT/data environment to the new processes and have 

to invest in staff to apply them (lines 1 and 2). While Member States would continue to do real-

time risk analysis in their national IT environments, the Authority would support and 

coordinate the national approaches in the areas of risk management and controls. Therefore, the 

Member States would need slightly fewer national risk analysts and for that reason, the 

increase in staff costs with respect to the baseline is slightly lower than in option 1 (line 3). 

The estimated EU services administrative costs would increase compared to both the baseline 

and option 1, as follows:  

- The EU services would have to invest in connecting the national IT environment EUR 102 

million more than the baseline (line 4) and in maintaining those connections EUR 177 

million more than the baseline (line 5) in a 15-year period. 

- The EU Customs Authority would be progressively created between years 1 and 7, until 

reaching a staff of approximately 176 FTE dealing with mainly coordination activities. In 

15 years, the EU services would spend in staff EUR 141 million more than in the baseline 

(line 6) in 15 years. (Annex 9, section 3.1 for more details) 

Additional customs duties on e-commerce are about EUR12 Billion over 15 years. 

The economic operatorsô administrative savings are similar to option 1 and so is the revenue 

collection from removing the EUR 150 exemption. However, a higher (non-quantifiable at this 

stage) closure of the customs gap can be expected thanks to the Authorityôs coordinating role. 

Consumers benefit from not facing unexpected compliance fees from the postal or express 

operators when ordering online goods, as in option 1. In addition, consumers indirectly benefit 

from the increased level of protection and/or facilitate legitimate trade. The illustrative case 

study on Ecodesign yields a consumer saving over 15 years of EUR 7,5 billion (line 13). 

This option brings a more positive social and environmental impact than option 1 because 

the EU Customs Authority brings some uniformity in the treatment of non-financial risks in the 

Union, thereby ensuring a more similar level of impact of customs enforcement action.  

Option 2 reaches a number of objectives: 

- The creation of the authority is a step towards strengthening EU customs risk management 

(**) . The support and coordination by the EU Customs Authority would reinforce Member 

Statesô risk management and controls would become more effective. 

- Option 2 reduces the administrative burden and simplifies the procedures (**)  and the 

Authority would ensure more uniformity across Member States.  

- Option 2 ensures a level playing field between e-commerce and traditional trade (***) . 

- Option 2 enhances the access to and use of data at EU level (***) because the Authority 

would receive national data. This option performs as option 1 for personal data protection. 

- Option 2 is stronger than option 1 in enabling the Customs Union to act as one (***)  due to 

the coordinating role of the authority, even if the lack of direct access to the customs data 

limits its potential. Positive results on the authorityôs coordinating tasks could in the future 

also generate spill-over effects that lead to centralisation in other areas like the data 

management approach. 
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Increase with respect to 

baseline (million EUR)

COSTS (quantitative) Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6 Y7 Y8 Y9 Y10 Y11 Y12 Y13 Y14 Y15 Total

1. Investment in new or 

updated IT (one-off)
1.101 1.045 1.040 1.035 1.030 433 428 422 416 413 -106 -112 -118 -124 -131 6.772

2. Cost of maintaining 

IT (recurrent)
-12 395 474 704 929 1.147 1.040 926 806 681 548 545 542 539 536 9.800

3. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
10 10 10 7 4 1 1 1 76 76 76 76 76 76 76 576

4. TOTAL MS costs 

(1+2+3)
1.099 1.450 1.524 1.746 1.962 1.580 1.468 1.349 1.299 1.170 518 509 500 491 481 17.147

5. Investment in new or 

updated IT (one-off)
36 15 15 15 14 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 102

6. Cost of maintaining 

IT (recurrent)
-3 10 23 34 36 34 27 20 13 6 -1 -9 -7 -4 -2 177

7. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
0,7 1,4 2,2 5,8 7,2 13 13,9 12,1 12,1 12,1 12,1 12,1 12,1 12,1 12,1 141

8. TOTAL EU costs 

(5+6+7)
34 27 40 54 57 48 42 33 26 20 12 4 6 8 10 420

9. Savings in 

compliance costs
-1.171 -1.171 -1.171 -1.171 -1.171 -1.630 -1.661 -1.784 -1.784 -1.784 -1.784 -1.784 -18.063

10. TOTAL costs (4+8+9) 1.133 1.478 1.563 630 849 458 339 212 -306 -472 -1.254 -1.271 -1.278 -1.285 -1.293 -496

BENEFITS (quantitative) Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6 Y7 Y8 Y9 Y10 Y11 Y12 Y13 Y14 Y15 Total

11. Revenue from 

removing EUR 150
1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 12.000

NET COST/ BENEFITS (10-

11)
1.133 1.478 1.563 -370 -151 -542 -661 -788 -1.306 -1.472 -2.254 -2.271 -2.278 -2.285 -2.293 -12.496

Additional examples - illustrative scenarios not taken into account

12. Revenue loss prevention  -  cigarettes 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 1.488

13. Consumers' saving - Ecodesign 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 6.435

Reduction of the business administrative costs, even considering the increase in duties from removing EUR 150 threshold

Member States - administrative costs

OPTION 2 - Phase 1 

Building reporting tool for 

platforms

OPTION 2 - Phase 2

Adapting national IT environments to simpler processes 

OPTION 2 - Phase 3 

Operators applying simpler processes progressively

EU services - administrative costs
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6.4 Option 3: A central EU Customs Data Space, managed by the Commission 

The table below summarises part of the costs and benefits of option 3 over a 15-year period.  

The estimated Member States administrative costs would strongly decrease compared to the 

baseline: 

- in 15 years, the investment in new or updated IT systems would decrease by in the region 

of EUR 1 942 million with respect to the baseline (line 1) 

- the costs of maintaining the national customs IT environments over 15 years would 

decrease, resulting in a total of about EUR 16 billion less than the baseline, even 

considering the costs of phasing-out the existing national and trans-European IT systems 

(line 2) 

- the centralised digitalisation would reduce the staff costs for Member States, which see a 

reduction in FTE requirements of about 0.6%, mostly in IT-related roles (line 3).  

The EU Services administrative costs would be higher than the baseline, for building and 

operating the EU customs data space. The total cost of building the data space is explained in 

Annex 7, section 5.3. It is based on an estimation of the cost of building the capabilities that the 

Data Space must provide, using as reference the cost of building similar capabilities in some of 

the IT systems that the Commission currently builds and manages. 

- Building the Data Space would require the Commission to invest about EUR 455 million 

in addition compared to the baseline in 15 years (line 5). Most of this investment would 

occur in the first 7 years. 

- Operating the Data Space would require the Commission to spend about EUR 1 923 

million more than in the baseline in 15 years (line 6).  

- The Commission would also spend about EUR 143 million more than in the baseline on IT 

staff to be able to build the Data Space (line 7). 

The investments would allow economic operators to benefit from administrative savings. 

They would have to incur some one-off adaptation costs to connect to the Data Space but these 

are not expected to be significant. By contrast, having a unique IT environment to be able to 

comply with all customs formalities across the EU would result in reduced administrative 

compliance costs in 15 years with respect to the baseline, as follows (detail in Annex 9, section 

3.3):  

- the reduction of the customs compliance cost in e-commerce despite the additional duties 

would be achieved a year earlier (reflected in line 9 from year 3) than in options 1 and 2, 

because the Commission needs less time than the 27 Member States to build the part of the 

Data Space used for e-commerce. The additional duties are netted off the savings; 

- from year 6 and progressively until year 9 (again earlier than in options 1 and 2), all other 

traders could operate under the new processes and see their customs compliance cost 

lowered too (gradually reflected in line 9) due to the advantage of operating in a single IT 

environment as opposed to 27. 

Additional customs duties on e-commerce traffic are estimated in the region of ú13 Billion 

over 15 years, based on removing the duty exemption for goods valued up to EUR 150 from 

year 3. 

The improved information from economic operators under the new processes and the 

centralisation of data in the Data Space would also allow to better prevent the loss of revenues 

stemming from fraudulent practices such as undervaluation or misclassification of the goods 

(óclosure of customs gapô). However, quantifying this amount was not possible. 
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Consumers 

Consumers benefit from not facing unexpected compliance fees from the postal or express 

operators when ordering online goods, as in option 1. In addition, consumers indirectly benefit 

from the increased level of protection and/or facilitate legitimate trade. The illustrative case 

study on Ecodesign yields a consumer saving estimate over 15 years of EUR 7,6 billion, 

reflected in line 13 of the table. 

Social and environmental impact 

This option would bring a more positive social and environmental impact than options 1 and 2 

because the Commission having direct access to the customs data and working with non-

customs authorities could result in better enforcement of the relevant social and environmental 

legislation.  

Option 3 could deliver to an extent on all the objectives. However, the governance structure 

does not involve the national customs administrations sufficiently and there is no coordination 

of Member States activities. This could lead to greater distance between the customs officer on 

the ground and the decision-making at the centre. 

- Having the Commission building and operating the EU Customs Data Space significantly 

contributes to strengthening EU customs risk management (***) . This would enable the 

Commission to drive joint analytics projects involving customs and other authorities. It 

would elaborate common risk criteria and operational risk indicators for direct application 

on the EU data flows and would work closely with the Member States on this. The 

Commission would arrange for risk information from other authorities to be integrated 

directly in EU-wide strategic and operational risk analysis. These factors would lead to a 

significant improvement in the quality of risk analysis. The combination of the EU 

visibility with the having a single liable person for customs purposes would strengthen the 

ability of customs and market surveillance authorities to cooperate to act on the supply 

chain and not only on individual consignments. 

- Option 3 significantly reduces the administrative burden and simplifies the procedures 

(***) . In addition, it allows a central implementation of the AEO trust and check approach, 

thanks to the Data Space. 

- Option 3 also ensures a level playing field between e-commerce and traditional trade 

(****)  to a better extent than Options 1 and 2 and achieves it more cheaply and quickly 

because the reporting tool for platforms is not built 27 times. 

- Option 3 strongly enhances the access to and use of data at EU level (****) . However, the 

significant investment in the Data Space may be under-exploited if the Member States are 

not involved in the use of the data wealth for the day-to-day customs operations. The Data 

Space would integrate personal data protection tools and controls, enabling each data 

controller to ensure data protection rights. This will have a positive impact also for data 

subjects that would be able to exercise their rights in a very similar manner across all 

Member States. 

- Option 3 is stronger than option 1 in enabling the Customs Union to act as one (**)  due to 

the reinforced role of the Commission but the Member States can perceive it as a top-down 

approach in which their involvement is very limited and there is no coordination of 

Member Statesô activities.  
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Increase with respect to 

baseline (million EUR)

COSTS (quantitative) Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6 Y7 Y8 Y9 Y10 Y11 Y12 Y13 Y14 Y15 Total

1. Investment in new or 

updated IT (one-off)
-118 -123 -1 -6 -11 -144 -149 -155 -161 -164 -170 -176 -182 -188 -194 -1.942

2. Cost of maintaining 

IT (recurrent)
-12 -169 -294 -445 -607 -774 -948 -1.147 -1.353 -1.568 -1.786 -1.803 -1.819 -1.832 -1.845 -16.402

3. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
-8 -24 -41 -41 -41 -22 -22 -22 -22 -22 -22 -22 -309

4. TOTAL MS costs 

(1+2+3)
-130 -292 -295 -459 -642 -959 -1.138 -1.343 -1.535 -1.754 -1.978 -2.001 -2.023 -2.042 -2.061 -18.653

5. Investment in new or 

updated IT (one-off)
27 39 90 89 89 60 7 7 7 7 7 7 6 6 6 455

6. Cost of maintaining 

IT (recurrent)
22 39 79 144 163 163 141 130 132 137 152 158 155 155 152 1.923

7. Customs Staff 

(recurrent)
0 3 6 9 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 13 143

8. TOTAL EU costs 

(5+6+7)
49 78 172 239 261 236 161 150 151 157 172 177 174 173 170 2.522

9. Savings in 

compliance costs
-1.171 -1.171 -1.171 -1.339 -1.506 -1.972 -2.140 -2.140 -2.140 -2.140 -2.140 -2.140 -2.140 -23.306

10. TOTAL costs (4+8+9) -81 -214 -1.294 -1.390 -1.552 -2.061 -2.484 -3.165 -3.524 -3.737 -3.945 -3.963 -3.989 -4.008 -4.030 -39.437

BENEFITS (quantitative) Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Y6 Y7 Y8 Y9 Y10 Y11 Y12 Y13 Y14 Y15 Total

11. Revenue from 

removing EUR 150
0 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 13.000

NET COST/ BENEFITS 

(10-11)
-81 -214 -2.294 -2.390 -2.552 -3.061 -3.484 -4.165 -4.524 -4.737 -4.945 -4.963 -4.989 -5.008 -5.030 -52.437

Additional examples - illustrative scenarios not taken into account

12. Revenue loss prevention  -  cigarettes 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 124 1.488

13. Consumers' saving - Ecodesign 54 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 536 6.489

Reduction of the business administrative costs, even considering the increase in duties from removing EUR 150 threshold

OPTION 3 - Phase 1

Build seed of data 

space for e-commerce

OPTION 3 - Phase 2 

Build data space

OPTION 3 - Phase 3

Operators progressively operating in data space - phase out of national IT systems

Member States - administrative costs

EU services - administrative costs
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6.5 Option 4: EU Customs Authority for coordination and operations, managing an EU 

Customs Data Space 

The table below summarises part of the costs and benefits of option 4 over a 15-year period.  

The estimated Member Statesô administrative costs would strongly decrease with respect to 

the baseline, even to a higher extent than in option 3:  

- In 15 years, the Member States investment in new IT would decrease by EUR 3 090 

million compared to the baseline (line 1). 

- In 15 years, the recurrent cost in maintaining the national customs IT environments 

decreases even more, EUR 18 billion less than the baseline (line 2). The higher saving than 

in option 3 is because the involvement of the Member States allows a more ambitious 

centralisation so there would be less residual Member States IT activity. 

- The economies of scale in centralised digitalisation would also impact the staff costs for 

Member States. They would see a reduction in FTE required of about 2.4%, mostly in 

relation to the IT-related and risk management roles, where the EU Customs Authority 

would also play an operational role (line 3).  

The savings for the Member States derive from the additional EU Services administrative 

costs, as follows: 

- Over 15 years, the EU services would invest additional EUR 559 million compared to the 

baseline in building the Data Space. This cost is unevenly distributed along the period: 

higher one-off investments are required in the first 7 years to build the Data Space (line 5). 

This cost is higher than in option 3 because the Commissionôs customs systems have to be 

disentangled from the tax systems and transferred to the Authority. 

- Maintaining the Data Space requires an additional EUR 2 billion in the 15 years (line 6). It 

is more expensive than in option 3 because of the higher level of centralisation. 

- During the 15-year period, the EU services must also provide an additional EUR 229 

million for the Authority, which is progressively formed over a period of 8 years and 

stabilises in year 9 with a total estimated staff of about 250 FTE performing IT, data and 

risk management tasks, apart from the training, cooperation and some operational 

activities (line 7).  

These investments would allow economic operators to benefit from administrative savings. 

They would incur some one-off adaptation costs to connect to the Data Space but these are not 

expected to be significant. By contrast, having a unique IT environment to be able to comply 

with all customs formalities across the EU will result in reduced customs administrative 

compliance costs estimated in 15 years with respect to the baseline, as follows:  

- the customs compliance cost in e-commerce will lower as in option 3, even if the additional 

duties decrease the savings (line 9); 

- from year 6 and progressively until year 9 (again earlier than in options 1 and 2 as reflected 

in line 9), all other traders could gradually operate under the new processes and gradually 

see their customs compliance cost lowered too. The savings are higher than in other options 

due to the advantage of operating in a single IT environment as opposed to 27 and to 

having a central operational authority in close link with the national customs on the ground, 

ensuring consistent treatment to operators across the EU. 

Additional customs duties on e-commerce traffic are estimated in the region of ú13 Billion 

over 15 years, as in option 3. The improved information from economic operators under the 

new processes, the centralisation of data in the Data Space and the operational role of the 

Authority would also allow a significant prevention of lost revenues stemming from fraudulent 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































